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John Joseph Hartley 

 

The medals of John Joseph Hartley are in the collection of the National Railway 

Museum. These consist of the War Medal (2002-8032) and the Victory Medal (2002-

8033). This is a description of how a member of the NRM staff researched these 

medals to find out more about the man. It provides clues on how to do similar 

research for your railway ancestor who served in the Great War. 

 

1. Medal Index Cards 

All soldiers received at least the two campaign medals shown in the display. Those 

who enlisted early and served overseas during 1914-1915 also received the 1914-15 

Star. By checking the medal index cards we can find out whether or not Hartley 

received only two, or all three medals. The Medal Index Cards can be searched on-

line for a fee through the National Archives (www.nationalarchives.gov.uk) or 

through the commercial company Ancestry (www.ancestry.co.uk ). Hartley’s medal 

index card shows that he was awarded only the two medals displayed. This suggests 

that he did not enlist in the first wave of recruitment from 1914-1915. 

 

As well as the medals issued after the war, the families of those who lost their lives 

also received a scroll and a round bronze plaque as a memorial. Hartley’s family will 

have received these, but they are not in our collection. 

 

2. Where is he buried? 

The Commonwealth War Graves Commission has recorded every burial of a 

serviceman and every name listed on the memorials to those whose bodies have not 

been identified. The CWGC have made this information available on-line on their 

website (www.cwgc.org.uk ). To use the records it is essential to know the surname 

and initials. Any other information about personal names, regiment or regimental 

number is a help. 

 

The medals in our display carry Hartley’s regimental number 131141, which made a 

search on the Commonwealth War Graves Commission website comparatively easy 

and immediately led to us learning a lot more about him. John Joseph Hartley served 

in the Royal Field Artillery as a gunner. He died on 15 September 1916, aged 30. He 

was the son of Joseph and Elizabeth Hartley of 129 Mitchell Street, Newton Heath, 

Manchester. He has no known grave and his name is recorded on the Thiepval 

Memorial to the Missing on the Somme. 

 

We can also use the Ancestry website mentioned above to search the database, UK 

Soldiers Died in the Great War. It does not tell us much more, but we can learn that 

Hartley was ‘killed in action’. Combined with the information that he has no known 

grave this may indicate that, as was often the case, his artillery unit received a direct 
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hit from the opposing artillery and there was little identifiable left to be buried. It is 

also true that graves were often made, but later lost as a result of more shelling and 

the advances and retreats of war. 

 

3. What were the circumstances of his death? 

It is possible to find out more information from a website called The Long, Long 

Trail (www.1914-1918.net ). This is free to use, but is maintained by dedicated 

volunteers who welcome donations from users. The website is a source of 

information about every type of soldier and almost every unit that served in the 

Great War. 

 

A gunner in the Royal Field Artillery was one of a team of men working with one of 

the lighter and more mobile artillery pieces (field guns). Hartley was with a unit of 

58th Battery.  58th Battery was part of 35 Brigade RFA as part of 7th Division. The 

division was heavily involved in the various battles on the Somme during the summer 

of 1916.  In early September 7th Division was part of the attacks on Guillemont. The 

Division was not involved when the next major battle commenced on 15 September 

(the date of Hartley’s death). In order to find out more about the circumstances of 

Hartley’s death it would require research into the unit war diaries for 35 Brigade 

RFA (reference WO 95/1643 held at the National Archives) or published histories 

such as ‘Seventh Division 1914-1918’ by C T Atkinson.  

 

4. Where did he come from? 

From the information on the CWGC website it is possible to trace Hartley in the 

census data from 1901 and 1911, both of which are now available on line. The 1901 

census is provided by Ancestry, while the 1911 Census has its own website 

(www.1911census.co.uk ). Both can be searched for a fee.  

 

For example the 1901 census shows a large family living at 628 Oldham Road, 

Newton Heath, Manchester. The father, Joseph Hartley, was a labourer at the 

Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway Carriage and Wagon Works at Newton Heath. 

Also working at the same place were his sons William (18) and John (15). There 

were nine children in all with ages spaced at roughly 2 year intervals. This now 

confirms that father and sons worked at the Newton Heath Works and were 

employed by the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway. There are photographs available 

in the NRM collection showing the inside of Newton Heath Works in the 1920s and 

the production of military vehicles during the Great War. 

 

5. Did the railway company commemorate him? 

Many railway companies produced monthly staff magazines. Those for the North 

Eastern, Great Eastern and Great Western Railway in particular printed small 

notices, often with photographs, about their employees who served and died during 

the Great War. We know from the census that Hartley worked for the Lancashire & 

Yorkshire Railway. The L&YR did not unfortunately produce a company magazine 

and there is no copy in our collection of the company Roll of Honour for the Great 

War. Either of these would have been excellent sources of information.  
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Railwaymen are listed in the index of the memorial service for ‘Railwaymen who laid 

down their lives for their Country in the Great War’, published in May 1919 (NRM 

Reference: 1998-9566). Unfortunately this was not quite a complete record and 

there are inevitably omissions and mistakes. There is no record for a J. J. Hartley.  

 

However, another place to look would be the Lancashire & Yorkshire Railway 

War Memorial at the entrance to Victoria Station, Manchester which was unveiled 

in 1922, bearing 1465 names, which should be complete and should have Hartley’s 

name on it. 

 

There is also a Roll of Honour which lists all those men from the L&YR serving in 

the armed forces up to 1915. This can be seen at the National Archives (TNA 

Reference: RAIL 343/755) but will not include Hartley, who we know joined later 

than that. 

 

5. Can we find out more? 

In co-operation with Ancestry, the National Archives have digitised the surviving 

service records for men who served in the army during the Great War. These can 

be searched on line. Unfortunately the originals were damaged in a bombing raid 

during the Second World War and only about 40% have survived. The papers for 

Hartley are not among the ones that can be seen. 

 

The National Archives also hold the personnel records from the railway companies, 

but unfortunately there are none for the Newton Heath Carriage and Wagon 

Works where Hartley worked. The records have also not been preserved locally in 

Manchester, as occasionally happens for local works and depots. 

 

6. Conclusion 

From the two medals we have in our collection, with little spending and in a short 

space of time, we have found out a great deal about John Joseph Hartley, the man to 

whom they were awarded. There have been some disappointments. Not all records 

relating to him have survived the ravages of time. This will be the case for any 

person you research. 

 

There are some further places to go and visit to look at other useful records we 

have identified.  Working through local newspapers can be a time-consuming job, but 

you might find a report on his death or perhaps a Memorial Notice placed by the 

family. Newspapers are often kept at the nearest Library or Local Studies Centre (in 

this case the Manchester City Archives and Local Studies Centre at Manchester 

Library) or can be accessed at the National Newspaper Archive at Colindale in 

London. It is in any case always worth a visit to the local archives, as these will often 

have surprising collections of materials and information. 

 

Another source might be the regimental museum – in this case the Royal Artillery 

Museum at Woolwich, (www.firepower.org.uk ). Regimental Museums vary 

considerably in the extent to which they allow or encourage research with their 

records and do not usually include personal service records. You should always 

check what their policy is first. 


