
On the Trail of the Oldham Pals is a project that
brings together the resources of Gallery Oldham,
Oldham Local Studies & Archives and Oldham

Theatre Workshop.

It has been funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund
to mark the centenary of the First World War.

For more information please visit
www.oldhampals.co.uk

or join the discussion using #OldhamPals

THE PARK ON UNION STREET
 In 1914 Oldham was a rich and prosperous town. Stand on this spot today 
and imagine the confidence and the wealth of that time symbolised by the buildings 
you can still see - the old post office, the original library and art gallery, the Masonic 
hall, a church and a bank. 

When war was declared on August 4th many Oldhamers, moved by a mixture of 
enthusiasm and patriotism, were determined to join up and fight. Two battalions of 
volunteers were quickly raised but more men were needed. This is the story of the 
Oldham Pals battalion, also known as the 24th Manchesters, which was set up to 
allow Oldham men to serve alongside their friends and neighbours

When the war started Oldham was the biggest cotton spinning town in the world. 
Looking along Rock Street in 1914 you would have seen Albion Mill, with Horsedge 
Mill just behind it. Of the first 625 men to join the Pals, 77 were cotton spinners, 68 
were cotton piecers whilst another 70 described themselves as 'cotton operatives' or 
some other such term. The loss of so many skilled men was a source of worry for 
employers and trades unions alike who feared for the future of the area's major 
industry.

To house and train the new recruits a 30 acre camp was set up at Chadderton Hall 
Farm. From January 1915 the men were housed in wooden huts and regularly drilled 
in marching. Their presence near to the town, and their slowly growing numbers 
throughout the winter, was the source of much comment in the local press. According 
to one report Captain Albert Best had a parade ground voice “so loud and piercing" 
that it could be heard three miles away by shoppers on Tommy Field Market.

 This theatre, now a nightclub, was the site of the very first recruitment 
meeting for the Oldham Pals. On 5th November 1914 a range of speakers, including 
the town's mayor and several MPs, appealed for the town to raise a pals battalion of 
1100 men.  So called 'pals battalions' had become a popular way of encouraging 
recruitment by guaranteeing that men could serve with their friends rather than be 
allocated to a battalion at random.

T J Macnamara, an MP and Secretary to the Admiralty, put it like this to the packed 
theatre. "Never in the history of our Empire had our forces gone forth to do battle in a 
more righteous cause.  Could they as Oldham lads see themselves being booted up 
and down Yorkshire Street by the Kaiser and his crowd!" His answer was laughter 
and cries of no, no.  Straight after this meeting the first 150 men signed up to join 
the battalion.

The building on this corner which is today a bank was originally the George Hotel. It 
was here that the Oldham Committee for the Care of Women and Children set up a 
rest room called ‘The Tipperary Club’. It was intended to support the wives of men 
serving overseas as a place where they could meet, get information, help with 
childcare, attend evening classes or concerts and other entertainment.

Take a moment to look back along the High Street and then down the hill along 
Clegg Street. On Monday 8th March 1915 the Oldham Pals Battalion marched from 
their camp at Chadderton along this route and on to Clegg Street Railway Station.  
Many millworkers were given an extended breakfast break to watch the march and 
the crowd cheered as the men boarded two trains, joking that the next stop would be 
in Berlin. In fact the next stop was another training camp, at Llanfairfechan, and 
there was to be more training at Grantham and at Salisbury before the battalion 
embarked for France in November 1915.

 In some respects the Oldham Pals had an unusual war. Early in 1916 their 
role was redesignated from Frontline Infantry and they became a Pioneer Battalion 
which in effect meant that the Pals were now working as engineers - digging 
trenches, laying barbed wire and other such tasks. This was still dangerous work and 
the Pals lost many men during the war to shellfire and snipers in France and in Italy. 
However their tally of 171 dead during three years of active service was much lighter 
than many similar battalions.

The 900 men who returned to the town were given a civic reception in November 
1919.  And they formed together one last time to witness the unveiling of this 
memorial to the town's fallen in 1923.  These men who had returned to their jobs in 
factories and offices could reflect on the loss of their comrades and on the service 
they had given during their country's time of need.

Following in the footsteps of the Oldham Pals can take you to places all  
around the borough. For instance the Pals' original training camp of 36  
wooden huts was on Chadderton Hall Road, on a site now covered by 
housing very near to Chadderton Hall Park.

Public recruitment meetings took place across the area. On November 26th 
1914 a large crowd on Royton Market Ground were told of alleged atrocities 
carried out by the Germans in Belgium and encouraged  to 'rally to the 
colours' of the Pals. On the same day a similar meeting took place in Shaw 
where the speakers were accompanied by the Shaw Prize Band.

Oldham Pals were drawn from across the area - for example
Arthur Douglas was a cotton spinner from Wren Mill in Chadderton
Frank Greenwood was a coal miner from Fraser Street in Shaw
Clifford Lomas was a tailor's apprentice from Crete Street in Hathershaw
Samuel Mellor was a cotton piecer from Holly Mill in Royton
Samuel Pritchard was a labourer from Schofield Street in Failsworth
Arthur Watson was a shoemaker from Kinders Lane in Greenfield

And the Pals are remembered across the borough too. Major war memorials  
can be found from the heights of Pots and Pans to formal civic settings such 
as outside Chadderton Town Hall. Some memorials are obelisks and others 
are statues. Crompton Memorial uses classical figures whilst many choose 
to show individual Tommies such as at Lees and at Waterhead. Take time to 
visit these memorials and spend a moment recalling the stories of The 24th 
Manchester Regiment, better known as the Oldham Pals.

EMPIRE THEATRE (NOW A NIGHTCLUB)

JUNCTION OF ST. MARY’S
AND ROCK STREET

JUNCTION OF ST. MARY’S
AND LORD STREET

CORNER OF HIGH STREET
AND CLEGG STREET

FURTHER AFIELD...

OLDHAM WAR MEMORIAL

NO. 10 HIGH STREET
 Today this site is a branch of Thomas 
Cook but in 1914 it was a public house 
known as The Swan Inn. Oldham Council had 
just acquired the site as part of it’s 
redevelopment plans when war broke out 
and they decided to use it as the town's 
main recruitment office. It was here that 
most men who joined the Pals filled in the 
paperwork committing to serve "for the 
duration of the war".
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THE DRILL HALL ON
RIFLE STREET

Visiting this site, which today is in a very poor state 
of repair, is an optional extra for anyone feeling 
energetic! The Drill Hall was built in 1895 and was 
the headquarters of the 10th Battalion of the 
Manchester Regiment.  The 10th Manchesters 
raised two battalions in the opening weeks of the 
war and as they had both been mobilised by 
November this building was where the first recruits 
to the Oldham Pals were stationed. On 26 Dec 1914 
a special dance was held at the hall to raise funds 
for the Pals battalion, with music provided by the 
Chadderton Band.

OUTSIDE ENTRANCE
TO SPINDLES

In 1914 trams ran through this spot along the 
High Street and down onto Manchester Street. 
The town decorated a special illuminated tram to 
encourage recruitment to the Pals and indeed 
three tram drivers, Fred Ryan, A. Mills and W. 
Burnett, joined the Oldham Pals on the same day. 
The loss of so many men meant that by 
September 1915 Oldham women were being 
employed in these roles for the first time.

OLDHAM CIVIC CENTRE
 Visiting this next site is an optional extra - please note that it is not open at 
weekends.  Enter at the Rochdale Road Reception between 9am and 6pm.

A permanent display outside the Oldham Council chamber records the wartime 
efforts of the Oldham Pals, and also the battalions raised by the 10th Manchester 
Regiment. You can see a selection of items linked to the Pals as well as the 
memorial tablet that was erected in their honour in 1919.  The tablet recognises the 
hard physical work that the Pals carried out as a pioneer battalion and concludes 
with the words ‘For they rest from their labours and their works do follow them’.  
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© Two images of Chadderton Camp courtesy of Chadderton Historical Society
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On the Trail of the
Oldham Pals - Key:

The Park on Union Street

Empire Theatre (now a Nightclub)

Junction of St. Mary’s and Rock Street

Junction of St. Mary’s and Lord Street

The Drill Hall on Rifle Street

Outside Entrance to Spindles 

Oldham Civic Centre

No. 10 High Street (now Thomas Cook)

Corner of High Street and Clegg Street

Oldham War Memorial

Oldham Central - Metrolink
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This leaflet is designed to guide you on a walk through
Oldham town centre. By following this trail you will find

out more about Oldham during the First World War. 

The walk will take you to many places with links to the
24th Manchester Regiment. This battalion of local men

was also known as The Oldham Pals, and alternatively as
The Oldham Comrades. A century ago the town of

Oldham was proud to raise this battalion of ordinary
working men to contribute to the war effort.

Today we are proud to remember their contribution
and retell their story.

For more information please visit
www.oldhampals.co.uk or join the discussion

using #OldhamPals


