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BRITISH RAILWAYS WAGON SHEET FACTORIES

PART 2 - WWII TO NATIONALISATION
by PHIL MACKIE

Britain’s railways were again under government control. The Railway Executive Committee (REC) was
re-formed on September 24th, 1938 with a remit to run the British railways if war broke out.

The Minister of Transport, Euan Wallace, took control of the railways on September 1st, 1939, two
days before Britain declared war on Germany. Government control was to continue until

nationalisation in 1948.

More wagon sheets were needed to meet wartime traffic requirements. For example, pre-war stock of
338,000 had risen to 454,000 by April 1943. The sheet factories needed to produce and maintain more
in the face of diminishing resources.

MANUFACTURE AND REPAIR OF WAGON SHEETS
   There were two stages to the manufacture of wagon sheets (1) cutting, power machine sowing and
eyeletting (2) dressing and drying. In machine dressing, 25 or more sheets were chained together and
passed twice through the machine, to apply a coat of dressing to each side. In hand dressing, sheets
were spread flat and kept taut by pulleys. The dresser, wearing protective clothing, walked over the pile
of sheets applying dressing with a brush until the top part of the uppermost sheet was fully impregnat-
ed, when the reverse side was similarly treated. Protective clothing was only partially effective, with
some dressing invariably penetrating to the skin. Dressed sheets were then hung up to dry. Dressing
and drying was repeated at least three times for both machine and hand dressed sheets. Repair was
even more arduous. Used sheets could become saturated with water or sticky and caked together. They
needed to be separated and dried out as necessary. Sheets were suspended before a strong light to
reveal defects needing repair. There were also ancillary activities such as unloading stocks of canvas,
loading and unloading sheets, mixing, dressing and repairing hanging lines and pulleys. Most factories
also manufactured other textile items such as cartage sheets, horse clothing, sacks and ropes.

MATERIALS
   Flax and hemp canvas was now in short supply and new sheets were made instead from cotton duck.
Cotton sheets only gave about 60% of the life of those made from flax or hemp. It was reckoned that
traditional wagon sheets should pass through repair shops 3.9 times a year to maintain them in good
condition. This was later relaxed to 2.5 times to allow for wartime limitations, although the actual figure
was nearer 1.8. In the early years of the war, railway companies’ sheet shops were concentrating on
repairs, with new stocks being obtained from contractors. But as the number of cotton duck sheets
increased, a greater proportion was being replaced rather than repaired and new manufacture moved
back to the railway factories. Iron chrome dressing used to prevent mildew caused cotton sheets to
“tender” at an early stage, making repair work more difficult. Bauxite dressing made cotton sheets hard;
they could damage the hands of repairers and make their work more arduous.

LABOUR RESOURCES
   It was not possible to obtain reservation for sheet factory workers and thus exempt males aged 18-41
from military service, so introduction of female labour was essential. Cutting and machine sewing were
considered suitable for women, but not dressing or repair and re-dressing in view of the arduous nature.
The REC agreed that women should be recruited for sheet repairing work, with male repairers
transferred to incidental duties considered unsuitable for female labour, such as loading, unloading and
other movement of sheets. Male workers affected would continue to be paid the higher rate for repairing
rather than labouring. The trades unions argued that male staff suitable for upgrading but being held
back because their work was not suitable for women should be paid the higher rates for jobs for which
they were eligible. The REC rejected this, but the Railway Shopmen’s National Council continued to
press their case, citing similar instances e.g. men being kept back as boiler lifters while women came
in as boilermakers’ assistants. Some women working in sheet shops before the war were faring less well
than those who joined later. At Nine Elms, existing female machinists were earning less than women
repairers replacing men on military service.

THE MEN FROM THE MINISTRY
   The REC drew up a schedule of additional staff required to bring the establishment at the sheet shops
up to strength. The Ministry of War Transport (MWT) then took this up with the Ministry of Labour and
National Service (MOLNS). The reply of September 23rd, 1942 to Colonel Birney would not have made
comfortable reading. MWT figures were identical to those quoted in December 1941, when the LMS
raised the issue on behalf of the other railway companies. MOLNS local offices had no knowledge of
vacancies at some shops. At other sites, vacancies were proving difficult to fill and women were
reluctant to take on such hard, dirty work when they could obtain more congenial and remunerative
employment elsewhere. MOLNS also suggested transferring activities to areas where labour was more
easily obtained. This was referred back to the REC, who considered that the figures included projected
future requirements, which would not have been reported as vacancies to local offices. This all sounds
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Cotton sheets only gave about 60% of the life of those made from flax or hemp. It was reckoned that
traditional wagon sheets should pass through repair shops 3.9 times a year to maintain them in good
condition. This was later relaxed to 2.5 times to allow for wartime limitations, although the actual figure
was nearer 1.8. In the early years of the war, railway companies’ sheet shops were concentrating on
repairs, with new stocks being obtained from contractors. But as the number of cotton duck sheets
increased, a greater proportion was being replaced rather than repaired and new manufacture moved
back to the railway factories. Iron chrome dressing used to prevent mildew caused cotton sheets to
“tender” at an early stage, making repair work more difficult. Bauxite dressing made cotton sheets hard;
they could damage the hands of repairers and make their work more arduous.

LABOUR RESOURCES
   It was not possible to obtain reservation for sheet factory workers and thus exempt males aged 18-41
from military service, so introduction of female labour was essential. Cutting and machine sewing were
considered suitable for women, but not dressing or repair and re-dressing in view of the arduous nature.
The REC agreed that women should be recruited for sheet repairing work, with male repairers
transferred to incidental duties considered unsuitable for female labour, such as loading, unloading and
other movement of sheets. Male workers affected would continue to be paid the higher rate for repairing
rather than labouring. The trades unions argued that male staff suitable for upgrading but being held
back because their work was not suitable for women should be paid the higher rates for jobs for which
they were eligible. The REC rejected this, but the Railway Shopmen’s National Council continued to
press their case, citing similar instances e.g. men being kept back as boiler lifters while women came
in as boilermakers’ assistants. Some women working in sheet shops before the war were faring less well
than those who joined later. At Nine Elms, existing female machinists were earning less than women
repairers replacing men on military service.

THE MEN FROM THE MINISTRY
   The REC drew up a schedule of additional staff required to bring the establishment at the sheet shops
up to strength. The Ministry of War Transport (MWT) then took this up with the Ministry of Labour and
National Service (MOLNS). The reply of September 23rd, 1942 to Colonel Birney would not have made
comfortable reading. MWT figures were identical to those quoted in December 1941, when the LMS
raised the issue on behalf of the other railway companies. MOLNS local offices had no knowledge of
vacancies at some shops. At other sites, vacancies were proving difficult to fill and women were
reluctant to take on such hard, dirty work when they could obtain more congenial and remunerative
employment elsewhere. MOLNS also suggested transferring activities to areas where labour was more
easily obtained. This was referred back to the REC, who considered that the figures included projected
future requirements, which would not have been reported as vacancies to local offices. This all sounds
like a classic case of the left hand not knowing what the right hand was doing.
   Subsequent correspondence between the Ministries tells that things were not quite as black as they
were painted. Many vacancies were being filled, but some areas were difficult owing to competing labour
demands. Trent was particularly awkward as it was out in the country; this was such a persistent state
of affairs that the REC eventually stopped even asking for assistance with this factory. MOLNS also
cautioned that opening up additional production in Melton Constable and Gloucester could be problem-
atic as these were difficult labour areas.

THE SHEET FACTORIES
   During WWI, there were over 60 sites undertaking manufacture and/or repair of wagon sheets. By
February 1941, there were just 19. No doubt the Grouping permitted some rationalisation. Interestingly,
none of the former GCR shops were still in use by 1941.
GWR – Worcester, Saltney, Bridgwater, and Cathays
LNER – Bishopsgate, Gidea Park, Peterborough, Newcastle and Edinburgh (New Holland was listed as
having 12 male staff before the war, but nil current or required, indicating recent closure)
LMS- Manchester Osborne Street, Manningham, St Rollox, Trent, Birmingham Landor Street (aka
Lawley Street), St Helens, Carlisle and Willesden
SR – Nine Elms and Newhaven
Census data suggests that Nottingham, Wakefield and Salford were also still in operation by 1939, but
were now closed.
   Capacity was increased at some factories. Many of the shops also required modifications to provide
welfare facilities for the introduction of female staff. The LNER wished to reinstate the former H&B sheet
shop at Sculcoates, but this was now in use as stores depot for the Admiralty, who would not release
it. The former Midland & Great Northern locomotive works at Melton Constable, latterly a wagon works,
was adapted to become a sheet factory; despite warnings from MOLNS it proved relatively easy to
recruit and retain staff here.
  The GWR wished to reinstate the former sheet shop at Llanthony Yard, Gloucester, comprising a brick
building 161’ x 44’ x 21’6” and a wooden examining shed in two sections 32’ x 52’ x 21’6” and 32’ x 22’
x 18’0”. This would provide hanging capacity for 1,200 sheets. Expenditure of £3,308 was required to
re-equip with rails, ropes, balances and lighting plus any structural repairs. Before this was authorised,
Colonel Birney wrote to MOLNS in January 1943 enquiring about the probability of securing labour to
staff the factory. Unsurprisingly, no assurance was forthcoming.
   Exeter (SR) is included in a list of sheet factories dated July 1943, but it had only three staff and
subsequent correspondence stated that no repair or examination work had been carried out. This was
very likely a case of including some sheet repair capability within a goods or wagon facility.

PAY RATES
Before WWII, railway companies were paying sheet repairs between 5s 4d and 6s 8d per 100 yards.
Some companies had applied a 7½% increase to total piecework earnings to reflect that wartime
conditions made it difficult to earn a living based on the same rates: sheets suffered more extensive
damage requiring heavier repairs. Cotton canvas sheets were harder to handle and were either repaired

WOMEN AT WORK AT NEWHAVEN WORKS

Women at work repairing sheets at the most southerly of the factories at Newhaven, known locally as the
"sheet loft".                                                                       [http://www.memorywall.org.uk/page_id__618.aspx]
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Colonel Birney wrote to MOLNS in January 1943 enquiring about the probability of securing labour to
staff the factory. Unsurprisingly, no assurance was forthcoming.
   Exeter (SR) is included in a list of sheet factories dated July 1943, but it had only three staff and
subsequent correspondence stated that no repair or examination work had been carried out. This was
very likely a case of including some sheet repair capability within a goods or wagon facility.

PAY RATES
Before WWII, railway companies were paying sheet repairs between 5s 4d and 6s 8d per 100 yards.
Some companies had applied a 7½% increase to total piecework earnings to reflect that wartime
conditions made it difficult to earn a living based on the same rates: sheets suffered more extensive
damage requiring heavier repairs. Cotton canvas sheets were harder to handle and were either repaired
on day rates or simply left to accumulate. In 1943, The National Union of Railwaymen submitted a claim
to increase the rate to 10s 0d for all companies, with the understanding that the existing enhancements
would be sacrificed and there would be no distinction between light and heavy repairs, hard or normal
sheets. The Sheet Factory Controllers considered that pre-war rates had been sufficient to enable
repairers to earn satisfactory balances. Increased rates to cover wartime contingencies should not be
permanent, as the expectation was that railway companies would return as soon as possible to normal
standards in peacetime. The Controllers counter proposal was for an increase of 15% on pre-war rates.
A similar increase was deemed reasonable for sheet examiners; more extensive damage required
greater marking out. But it should not apply for other types of sheet factory work. The increase in repair
rates was effectively not a pay rise, but an adjustment to maintain the same level of earnings and
eliminate daywork. The NUR continued to press for national rates; work was to a common standard and
factories were repairing sheets regardless of ownership. But REC countered that fixing piecework prices
is a matter for local settlement. Meanwhile, increased rates were being applied at some shops but not
others, making it harder for the union to argue for a single national rate. The NUR eventually conceded
and left the matter to local representatives. There was some discussion on whether or not the increase
applied to women. The outcome was that it would apply to women employed as direct replacement for
male labour, but not those engaged on work normally performed by women.

CONTINUING LABOUR SHORTAGES
   In February 1944, the REC reported receipt of a “sad minute” from Sir Alan Mount at the MWT about
the problems of securing labour where it was most needed. There were difficulties in “finding the
energetic young women required for this kind of work” in Worcester and Birmingham. At Newcastle it
was “pointed out again that the work was not of a congenial character and although certain female staff
had recently been supplied they had, after a few days, asked to be released.” At Peterborough, it was
suggested that Irishmen working in local sugar beet factories might be available until September, but
it was questionable whether they would accept railway company rates. Gloucester was an employment
black spot, but the necessary workshop facilities were not available elsewhere.
   By mid-1944, the railway companies were just about managing despite some labour shortages, but
many of the individuals referred by MOLNS were less than satisfactory because of age, disability etc.
From 1945, Italian prisoner of war labour was used at some factories. The LMS was prepared to train
Italians as repairers. But the REC’s view and the agreement with the unions was that Italians should be
used for unskilled work and British labour given the opportunity of working as repairers. The Stores
Committee pointed out that practically all British labourers were not suitable for training as repairers.
Monthly reporting on labour at sheet factories ceased in March, 1946 as the railway companies returned
to something approaching normality.

NATIONALISATION
   The archive on reservation of sheet factory workers is concerned with wartime matters and does not
extend beyond 1946 except for a memorandum dated June 17th, 1949 with a schedule of piecework
rates for sheet repairs from 1945. It is not practical to even adequately summarise it here, but the basic
rate is per 100 yards of sewing and there are differences between companies and sometimes even
between shops. The table becomes more complex as it goes into the method of calculating yardage for
activities such as repairing cords and ring holes, dating, marking and preparing sheets for dressing. The
LMS, for example is using formulæ such as “25 to 40 dabs = 3 yards” while the equivalent going rate
at Nine Elms is “nil”. Of course the newly formed British Railways brought some high profile innovations
such as BR standard locomotives. But a lot of attention to detail was necessary behind the scenes. This
is just one example of how widely differing rates of pay and conditions of service from the constituent
companies needed consolidating into a uniform structure.

We leave the story for now, with Britain’s railways in public ownership. Part Three will cover the
changing fortunes of the sheet factories in the 1960s and 1970s.
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MELTON CONSTABLE WORKS
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repairers to earn satisfactory balances. Increased rates to cover wartime contingencies should not be
permanent, as the expectation was that railway companies would return as soon as possible to normal
standards in peacetime. The Controllers counter proposal was for an increase of 15% on pre-war rates.
A similar increase was deemed reasonable for sheet examiners; more extensive damage required
greater marking out. But it should not apply for other types of sheet factory work. The increase in repair
rates was effectively not a pay rise, but an adjustment to maintain the same level of earnings and
eliminate daywork. The NUR continued to press for national rates; work was to a common standard and
factories were repairing sheets regardless of ownership. But REC countered that fixing piecework prices
is a matter for local settlement. Meanwhile, increased rates were being applied at some shops but not
others, making it harder for the union to argue for a single national rate. The NUR eventually conceded
and left the matter to local representatives. There was some discussion on whether or not the increase
applied to women. The outcome was that it would apply to women employed as direct replacement for
male labour, but not those engaged on work normally performed by women.

CONTINUING LABOUR SHORTAGES
   In February 1944, the REC reported receipt of a “sad minute” from Sir Alan Mount at the MWT about
the problems of securing labour where it was most needed. There were difficulties in “finding the
energetic young women required for this kind of work” in Worcester and Birmingham. At Newcastle it
was “pointed out again that the work was not of a congenial character and although certain female staff
had recently been supplied they had, after a few days, asked to be released.” At Peterborough, it was
suggested that Irishmen working in local sugar beet factories might be available until September, but
it was questionable whether they would accept railway company rates. Gloucester was an employment
black spot, but the necessary workshop facilities were not available elsewhere.
   By mid-1944, the railway companies were just about managing despite some labour shortages, but
many of the individuals referred by MOLNS were less than satisfactory because of age, disability etc.
From 1945, Italian prisoner of war labour was used at some factories. The LMS was prepared to train
Italians as repairers. But the REC’s view and the agreement with the unions was that Italians should be
used for unskilled work and British labour given the opportunity of working as repairers. The Stores
Committee pointed out that practically all British labourers were not suitable for training as repairers.
Monthly reporting on labour at sheet factories ceased in March, 1946 as the railway companies returned
to something approaching normality.

NATIONALISATION
   The archive on reservation of sheet factory workers is concerned with wartime matters and does not
extend beyond 1946 except for a memorandum dated June 17th, 1949 with a schedule of piecework
rates for sheet repairs from 1945. It is not practical to even adequately summarise it here, but the basic
rate is per 100 yards of sewing and there are differences between companies and sometimes even
between shops. The table becomes more complex as it goes into the method of calculating yardage for
activities such as repairing cords and ring holes, dating, marking and preparing sheets for dressing. The
LMS, for example is using formulæ such as “25 to 40 dabs = 3 yards” while the equivalent going rate
at Nine Elms is “nil”. Of course the newly formed British Railways brought some high profile innovations
such as BR standard locomotives. But a lot of attention to detail was necessary behind the scenes. This
is just one example of how widely differing rates of pay and conditions of service from the constituent
companies needed consolidating into a uniform structure.

We leave the story for now, with Britain’s railways in public ownership. Part Three will cover the
changing fortunes of the sheet factories in the 1960s and 1970s. TO BE CONTINUED ...
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LLANTHONY YARD, GLOUCESTER WORKS

The sheet factory at Llanthony Yard, Gloucester, built in 1891, was brought back into use to meet the needs
of wartime traffic. It is seen here on April 16th, 1991 in use as a tile warehouse. It was demolished in 2005 to
make way for the new Gloucestershire College of Art and Technology building.
                                         Photo courtesy of Roger Marks on flickr [https://www.flickr.com/photos/rpmarks/4343392113]
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 by Christopher Magner

STEAM FINALE

Price £12.00 inc P&P and available from:

THE LAST YEARS OF STEAM LOCOMOTIVE WORKINGS IN
THE WIRRAL, CHESTER AND WREXHAM AREAS

Chris Magner, 21 Dunval Road, Bridgnorth, Shropshire WV16 4NA.

Chris Magner has written an accessible, informative and quite diverse examination of the ‘last years’ of
steam around Wirral, Chester and Wrexham. It may be a slim self-published tome but it’s not short on
detail, nor of interest for the gems that it regularly unearths from our recent past.
    For this reviewer, the greatest regret is that I never visited places like Birkenhead, Wrexham and
Chester until near the end of steam. That regret is further amplified when I read about the range of
ex-GWR loco’s that could still be found working at Wrexham, Chester and the Wirral until the early
1960s – and at Wrexham, even until late 1966! Highly recommended! Kenn Pearce


