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Foreword 

 

I have put off writing this account describing the work involved in restoring the old 

Boiler Shop and Offices at 20 South Street for some years but finally felt that it 

may be worth recording how the restoration was achieved. Of necessity, much of 

the account may be building site related and this can be put down to my 

background as an architect, but I hope that this is lightened by other ingredients. 

 

Twenty years involvement in a project is a good slice of anyone’s life and this 

realization came home when I started writing. As Iwrite, the future of the Trust is 

uncertain but, with luck (and plenty of it), a new role will be found wherein the 

genius and inventiveness of Robert Stephenson can be perpetuated. 

 

James C, Coulson RIBA 

Chartered Architect 

Wylam-on-Tyne 

 

 

January 2010   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

Chapter One: Introduction 

 

It was a chance meeting in Aprill990 with Vicky Haworth as I was leaving my 

office at 36 Clayton Street West in Newcastle that first involved me with the Robert 

Stephenson Trust. She asked me to consider acting as a trustee and possibly the 

architect to the Trust in respect of some derelict premises on which they had taken 

a long lease and hoped to restore. This was at 20 South Street, behind the Central 

Station, comprising former railway engine workshops and associated offices. A 

lease from the Virgin Mary Trust, freeholders from the time of the Reformation, 

had been prepared in June 1989 and the building was listed as Grade 2 (starred). 

Even so, the V.M. Trust had wished to demolish the building and create a site for 

new development - now they had been saved.  

 

The problem, said Vicky, was that the R.S. Trust had virtually no money and any 

appointment of an architect would have to be an honorary one, but would I be 

interested in assisting the Trust? In a weak moment I accepted, partly because 

Vicky and her family had been, for a while, next door neighbours at Wylam and 

partly because the job seemed an interesting one. Little did I know how many years 

I would spend on this project!  

 

I subsequently attended periodic meetings at the Lit. and Phil. in Newcastle when 

the Trust was struggling to make progress with funding and finding a role for itself. 

The trustees were mainly academics although Mike Brown of Ove Arup Engineers 

joined the Trust at the same time.  

 

I had a wide experience of design, all aspects of building work and restoration of 

historic buildings and had established contacts with other professions, builders, 

Local Authorities, etc., and was then given some drawings by Vicky showing the 

20 South Street premises which had been prepared by another firm of architects. 

These were helpful to a degree but needed many details adding, amendments in part 

and further measured drawings. I then carried out a measured survey of various 

areas and an 'Age and Condition Schedule' of all parts of the buildings as a basis for 

Repair/Renovation Specifications. This inspection of the site was daunting, not 

least very dirty, with the whole of the floor area being covered with over three 

inches of pigeon droppings.  

 

We knew that the structure was in a poor state, with 'Danger - Keep Out' notices 

outside and had been empty for over twenty years. Without funding of any sort in 

place or promised, no progress could be made and consequently my office provided 

staffing and some drawings with the printing of these and all documentation 

necessary to seek funding.  

 

James C. Coulson RIBA 

Chartered Architect 

Wylam-on- Tyne  

 

January 2010  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Two: Funding!! Application to English Heritage  

 

The first body to whom building owners are directed is English Heritage and an 

approach was made to them through David Lovey at City Planning Officer. They 

explained which aspects of restoration qualified for Grant Aid and which ones didn't, 

suggesting that, in addition to providing drawings of all proposals and the buildings 

as now existing, I should prepare detailed specifications and that these should be split 

into three categories:  

 

Phase One  

 

Phase Two  

 

Phase Three  

Work to make the building 'Wind and 

Watertight.  

Full Restoration Work and 

Repairs/Renewals.  

All Services, Toilets, Fitting Out, etc. 

(not Grant Aided).  

 

Having written these I sent copies with all plans, sections and elevations to Gardner 

& Theobald, Quantity Surveyors who were able to put estimated costs to all three 

phases. In particular the Grant Aided Phases I & II were valued at £407,000.00 plus 

V AT and all fees and it was hoped that this would be eligible. 

  

Contact with English Heritage was established with their Mr. Saidi who requested 

further information, details of lease, etc., all of which were provided.  

 

I recall attending a meeting during July 1993 in Ove Arup's offices in the All Saints 

Development with Mike Brown and Vicky Haworth and making a telephone call to 

English Heritage who had promised a decision on 'our application.  

 

"Thank you Mr. Saidi", I said "but I do understand that you can only make any 

funding available for Phases I and II on the basis of 25% of the contract amount". I 

turned to the others and said "We have been given an award of £101,700.00 for the 

Repair/Renovation work to primarily make the building 'Wind and Watertight' and 

carry out restoration work". 

  

"Excuse me, Jim" said Mike, "but what did you just say?" I repeated the good news 

and it seemed almost unbelievable but prompted the thought that we needed to find 

the other 75% from other sources - what a task!  

 

This was indeed a challenge and Bob Rennison joined the Trust on the basis of his 

financial expertise in banking and local knowledge, and took a lead in this quest, 

whilst we all set about the job of obtaining further funding.  

 

  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Chapter Three: Phase One Works  

 

The principal patron of the Trust was Sir William McAlpine who was well 

known throughout the country as a foremost contractor and particularly for his 

passionate interest in railways and for his ownership of "The Flying Scotsman" 

locomotive. Through his interest in the R.S. Trust and his financial backing, we 

were able to instruct our quantity surveyors to negotiate the work directly with 

the office of Sir Robert McAlpine in Newcastle.  

 

Agreed costs were prepared for Phase I to render the building 'Wind and 

Watertight' and carry out limited re-roofing work and the contract started in 

August 1994 whereby all unsafe glazing, timber and slating to the workshop 

roof were removed and the open areas sheeted in plastic. Work on the site was 

directed by myself in collaboration with McAlpine's agent Brian Gosling and 

regular site meetings were set up in the contractors' cabins adjacent to the 

western facade of the building. All aspect were monitored by the quantity 

surveyors who issued monthly valuations on which basis I issued Certificates 

for Payment by the Trust. This normal procedure was used throughout all the 

contracts on the building.  

 

Basically, only the 'Wind and Watertight' aspects of work were carried out 

consisting of permanently replacing or repairing the roof timbers, treatment, 

battens arid slates to the three roof pitches from South Street, stretching half 

way across the mezzanine floor and covering the remaining five pitches with 

the plastic sheeting. It was discovered that the roof over the offices were fully 

boarded and needed only a small amount of repair plus treatment with 

preservative prior to re-fixing the slates and repairing and re-pointing the four 

chimney stacks, whilst the lead gutter to South Street was cleaned out and 

repaired at the same time.  

 

Work on site then stopped for over a year while funds were sought to carry on, 

Phase 1 had been completed at a cost of £82,000.00 by 1995 and used up all of 

the Trusts available funds but this work alone made an enormous difference to 

the building and, incidentally, uplifted the spirits of the trustees! A celebratory 

Reception was held in the workshop for all of the consultants, builders, trustees 

and Friends of the R.S. Trust, including a number of former apprentices who 

had worked for Stephenson & Co. in the 1940s!  

 _  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Four: Funding Sources  
 

We were able to focus interest on the ongoing project as a result of Phase I 

work and concerted efforts at fund raising met with success in many quarters. 

A list of the principal Benefactors are a follows:  

  

Newcastle upon Tyne City Council  

 

English Heritage  

 

Royal Mail  

 

Lamb & Edge  

 

Sir Robert McAlpine Limited  

 

The North of England Civic Trust  

 

Sir James Knott Trust  

 

Tyne & Wear Development Corporation  

 

Thompson’s of Prudhoe Environmental Trust  

 

Ove Arup & Partners  

 

Sir Jeremy Beecham  

 

Coulson & Swinburne  

 

Parabola Estates Ltd  

 

Sir Tom Cowey  

 

Fenwick Limited  

 

British Engines Limited  

 

Land Securities Plc  

 

Close gate Plc 

  

Balfour Beatty Rail Renewals Ltd  

 

Mr. W. Tuck  

 

Mrs. V. Haworth  

 

Mr. P. Smith  

o  

In addition there were many smaller sums generously given by Friends of the 

R.S. Trust and others which collectively enabled the work on Phase II and, 

ultimately, on Phase III to be  carried out.  

o  
 



 



Chapter Five: Phase II Works  

 

A start was made in 1997 on this most important part of the restoration work, 

by which time the completion of the permanent roof, the replacement of floor 

j9ists and boarding to the Offices and Mezzanine were seen as an important 

and urgent part of the ongoing contract with McAlpine. These areas were 

unsafe due to the wet and dry rot which affected the full height of the 

supporting walls, partitions, staircase, etc., from ground floor level up to the 

roof.  

 

All plasterwork within the offices was hacked off, all timber partitions 

demolished and all of the upper floor joists to the offices and to the 

mezzanine stripped out and safely removed off site. Additionally, all of the 

office first floor ceilings were removed - a very unpleasant job due to these 

roof spaces being occupied by pigeons for many years.  

 

This operation was followed by intensive dry rot treatment with drilled 

irrigation of all brickwork and stonework up to roof level and drenching with 

preservative. Fortunately the steelwork supporting the mezzanine floor was 

unaffected by all of the decay and the timbered areas of the offices ground 

floor, following inspection and treatment, were left intact.  

 

The roof valley gutters had been originally covered with lead sheet, long 

since removed, and consequently all of the valley boarding, the firrings and 

blocks and the roof spars were severely affected by wet rot, but fortunately 

the heavy timbers supporting the whole roof (in turn carried by cast iron 

coquilles and spandrels) were only affected on the outer surface and were all 

capable of retention. All rotted' timbers were removed, new rafters fitted to 

approximately 50% of the roof and new blocking, firring and boarding fixed 

to all of the valleys and carried well up the flanking roof pitches prior to 

laying three layers of bituminous felt with falls to the rain water outlets and 

new cast iron down pipes discharging into existing ground floor gullies.  

 

With the advice of English Heritage, who regularly inspected work in 

progress, no roof sarking was laid as this had not featured on the original 

roof. The moulded cast iron gutter to the west elevation was replaced with 

matching profile and new softwood slating battens fixed to all pitches. 

Finally all new and existing timbers were treated with a preservative to 

prevent rot, decay or infestations. 

  

Unfortunately all of the salvaged roof slates (which had been stacked on the 

top of the scaffolding) had been stolen, so a steel cabin was obtained in 

which to store the replacement slates until needed. In due course all of the 

slating to the main roof pitches was completed and capped with matching 

ridge tiles. During the course of this work, the whole of the workshop 

interior had been underdrawn with safety netting and all men working on the 

roof timbers, slating and glazing, etc., had to be attached to safety harnesses. 

This slowed the work down and was costly but there were no accidents or 

injuries during the whole contract as a result. 

  

 

 

 

 



Even so, I was taken aback to see the glazier carrying panes of heavy wired 

cast glass up ladders to where they were about to be fixed. All glazing was 

fitted into new rebated glazing' bars, set in silicone, flashed with lead top and 

bottom, copper cramps fitted at the base and the bars themselves covered with 

waterproof tape.  
 

On site there were constant problems to sort out. One of these involved the 

windows and boarding below them which stretched the full length of the 

mezzanine up to the large void left by the former wired cage lift (removed in 

Phase I work). These windows overlook the workshop and had to be removed 

in order to fix the new mezzanine floor and these were carefully lowered to 

the ground floor and stacked for inspection, treatment and repair prior to re- 

fixing at a later date.  

 

Thus the stage was set for new joinery work and McAlpine's men fixed strong 

treated wooden floor joists to all areas of the offices and mezzanine and 

covered these with tongued and grooved softwood boarding securely nailed 

down. Fortunately the wide oak staircase leading up from the workshop was 

capable of repair and retention intact following the insertion of new timber 

supports, whilst the stone cantilevered staircase in the entrance hall, although 

vandalised and now without its iron balustrade, was structurally sound.  

 

On the South Street frontage, all of the window and door frames were found 

to be in good condition and were simply treated with preservative.  

 

The final cost of Phase II totalled £211,000.00 which was below the budget 

cost predicted and was completed by September 1999. This completed all of 

the roofing repairs and left the whole building in a sound state, albeit that 

further work was still to be carried out on site. A most satisfactory feeling!  

o  
 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 



Chapter Six: Millennium Events  

 

Throughout the contracts, the trustees had been seeking guidance on the 

Trust's future role and ways of using the premises for income generation, 

but with still preference to retain the offices and mezzanine for museum 

purposes. At this time approaches had been made by three potential users 

who wished to use the workshop for;  

 

� an indoor tennis venue with changing rooms, toilets etc.  

 

� a night club with bars, toilets, storage, etc.  

 

� temporary offices and storage.  

 

Additionally the workshop had been favourably considered as a temporary 

home for the Newcastle Playhouse during alteration work to their 

Haymarket theatre.  

 

The area was temporarily rented to McAlpine for their use as a secure 

contract area during the conversion of a nearby office block, for a period of 

18 months producing £25,000.00, income in rent.  

 

However, the most favoured use was as a temporary car park and following 

receipt of Planning Consent, the Trust was able to create a tenancy for this 

use which provided good income and ultimately led to:  

 

� Occupancy (following fitting out) by One North East who remained 

in occupancy until 2007.  

 

We were startled to see that the premises had been used for a Rave Party on 

New Years Eve 2000 when according to the police, several hundred people 

had entered the workshop and each was charged a significant entrance fee 

by the organisers, who are still unknown! They left the floor littered with 

drink canisters and other debris which was mysteriously cleared up a few 

days later - still more puzzling!  

 

In the process they had moved the mezzanine window frames outside the 

building where they had been damaged by the weather and their removal.  



 

 

 



Chapter Seven: Miscellaneous Work 

  

Notwithstanding some doubts about funding, after a lapse of time the 

trustees instructed me to carryon with the outstanding items of work to 

complete all restoration matters.  

 

One of these concerned the carrying out of the Trusts intention to restore the 

west elevation to its original design, for which Planning Consent had been 

granted by Tyne & Wear Development Corporation prior to its demise. 

Tenders were sought using my drawings and specifications for the various 

aspects of the works.  

 

The demolition of the lean-to was awarded to Thompson of Prudhoe while 

the huge window frames were made to match the existing frames and were 

installed by Les Smith Ltd. of Newcastle which were then separately glazed 

by Watson & Co. using 192 panes of glass. The finished result was widely 

acclaimed and was completed by March 2000 at a cost of £15,800.00.  

 

o  
 

 



 

 

 



 



 

 

 

 



 

Chapter Eight: Phase III Works  

 

The scope of work described in this phase had been costed by the quantity surveyors at 

£355,000.00 and related mainly to the full restoration and fitting of the office block and 

other works and this part of the contract was carried out by Burridge & Sons Ltd. of 

Newcastle.  

 

The visual impact of these finishing stages of work remains to this day and .the 

finished result genuinely reflects the nineteenth century atmosphere which was always 

the objective and my primary aim.  

 

On both floors timber framed partitions were constructed in their original positions and 

fifteen heavy panelled doors were obtained from an architectural salvage firm to be 

fixed in new frames, complete with rim locks, brass knob handles, brass finger plates 

and nameplates, all of which achieved the desired time period. A lot of the contract 

related to the re-plastering of walls, partitions and ceilings throughout the offices, with 

fibrous plaster cornices copied from the original mouldings, heavy section architraves 

and skirtings, picture rail, etc.  

 

A new timber staircase was manufactured to link the two floors whilst the stone 

curved staircase was fitted with eleven cast iron treads to match the originals. 

Remarkably, I was able to locate identical moulds for the cast iron balustrade and 

these were manufactured and fitted by a local firm. The twisting wooden handrail was 

built up on site by a specialist woodworker who shaped and finished it complete with a 

mahogany stain and varnish, all to an amazing standard.  

 

Stage III required the formation of new ground floor toilets for both sexes and these 

were formed to disabled persons standards, whilst a small kitchen was fitted out off the 

Board Room (formerly Robert Stephenson's office) on the first floor. New drainage 

was laid to service these additional features, whilst a new cast iron fireplace was fitted 

in the Board Room to replace one which had been stolen.  

 

Meanwhile the edge of the mezzanine was still open, overlooking the workshop, 

following fixing the floor and detailed drawings were prepared to show the full-length 

elevation together with full size sections of the moulded timber framework. 

Examination of the original window frames showed that only half could be salvaged 

and matching frames would be needed. Tenders were obtained for their manufacture 

and all were re-fixed in position and painted in their original dark brown colour, with 

original and new frames being identical in appearance.  

 

As the original offices had neither electricity or heating, a decision was made to 

simply install power circuits providing sockets into which standard lamps or oil filled 

radiators could be plugged and which would give sufficient heat and illumination 

without the need for unsuitable ceiling lights or fixed radiators.  

 

Earlier in the contract the walls had been scraped to seek the original colours from the 

nineteenth century and these were copied in the restored rooms, using dark brown or 

green, woodwork to good effect. Finally, all of the first floor rooms and mezzanine 

were sanded to reveal the beauty of the wood boarding and given three coats of sealant 

which produced the very attractive appearance which is visible today.  

 

All that remained to do was to place the exhibits and the furniture in their respective 

locations, receive the first visitors and declare the premises at 20 South Street fully 

restored.  

 ___ 0 _ _  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Chapter Nine: In Conclusion 

 

Following the restoration of the offices the Trust acquired the original Robert 

Stephenson & Co. 1823 "Grasshopper" engine on loan from Birmingham Museum 

and this was housed (with much difficulty) on the ground floor of the workshop where 

it became a star exhibit and attraction with visitors. An insulated wall was constructed 

to contain this space which was plastered internally and faced with pine boarding onto 

the workshop.  

 

Finally, to meet the requirements of disabled access legislation, a special lift was 

installed to link the ground and first floors, discharging visitors onto the mezzanine. 

At the front entrance to the new museum a stone flagged pavement was laid to provide 

level access directly into the building.  

 

All of these facilities and attractions provided the region with a focal point for its 

Railway Heritage and the trustees showed visitors around the building, all of whom 

were visibly impressed by the history relating to this section of the renowned 

Stephenson Works. This happy situation continued until the Trust were obliged to 

surrender their lease and vacate the premises on 28th of February 2009.  

 

               O 

 

  


