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ABSTRACT  
Catherine McAllister’s memorial is at St Agatha’s Roman Catholic Church, 

Kingston upon Thames.   She was a respected and much loved assistant 

matron at Kingston Infirmary, now Kingston Hospital.  Her promising career 

was cut short when, on 15 August 1915, she travelled home to Co. Down via 

the London and North Western Railway’s Irish Mail train which suffered a 

catastrophic derailment near Weedon, Northamptonshire.  Although she was 

rescued from the wrecked train, she had severe injuries and died shortly after 

admission to hospital.  An official railway accident report concluded that the 

derailment was caused because the track was put out of alignment by a 

detached coupling rod of a locomotive hauling a train that had travelled in the 

opposite direction. An analysis of the Irish Mail disaster which led to Catherine 

McAllister’s premature death can be found in the Appendix.  
INTRODUCTION 
A poignant memorial to Catherine McAllister is to be found  in St Agatha’s 

Roman Catholic Church,  Kingston upon Thames [Figure 1].  It reads,  “Of 

your charity, pray for the soul of Catherine McAllister, killed in the Irish Mail 

disaster, 14 August 1915.  Erected by the staff of Kingston Infirmary and other 

friends. R.I.P.” Research was carried out to find out more about Catherine 

McAllister and the circumstances of her death.   
A BIOGRAPHY OF CATHERINE MCALLISTER 
The Catholic parish register of Kilkeel, Co. Down, Ireland, recorded that 

Catherine McAllister, daughter of William McAllister and Ellen McAllister, née 

Cunningham, was baptised on 8 August 1876.  Her godparents were Patrick 

Quinn and Mary Magennis.1 The inscription on the McAlllister family grave  in 

St Colman’s Churchyard, Kilkeel [Figure 2] showed that William McAllister, 

late of Ballyardle, died, aged 83, in 1895 and that Ellen McAllister died, aged 
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68, in 1903.2  Griffith’s Valuation of land in Ireland, for 1863, recorded that 

William McAllister was the tenant of a house, office and land, assumed to be a 

farm.  Its total area was about 12 acres and he was a tenant of James 

Thompson.3  Irish Census records for 1881 and 1891 were not available but a 

transcription of the relevant Enumerator’s book for 1901 showed that Ellen 

McAllister, a widow, was living at Ballyardle, Mourne, Co. Down. She was a 

farmer.4 Also living in the household was Ellen McAllister who was assumed to 

be Catherine’s unmarried sister who died in 1907, aged 43 [Figure 2].  It 

appeared that Mrs McAlllister had taken over a farm from her late husband, 

William.  Clearly, Catherine McAllister came from farming stock in Co. Down.  

How and where did she train to be a nurse? And, where did she practice 

nursing before she moved to Kingston Infirmary? 

 
Figure 1. Catherine McAllister’s memorial in St Agatha’s Church, 

Kingston upon Thames, computer-enhanced photograph taken by David 
A Kennedy on 30 December 2019. 

 

 
Figure 2. The inscription of the McAllister family grave in St Colman’s 
churchyard, Kilkeel, Co. Down. Computer-enhanced photograph from 

“Find a Grave”, https://www.findagrave.com 
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Catherine’s obituary in the British Journal of Nursing on 21 August 1915 

recorded that she trained at Whiston Infirmary, Prescot, from 1900 -1904.5  
This was a Poor Law workhouse institution situated about eight miles from the 

east side of the city of Liverpool.   The Census of 1901 showed that she would 

have been aged about 24 when she started her training there.6   The obituary 

also recorded that subsequently she was a ward sister at South Shields 

Infirmary, a relatively small institution with 52 beds that provided training in 

nursing.7  Thereafter, she was a ward sister and second assistant matron at 

Bermondsey Infirmary, a larger Poor Law institution with 640 beds, which had 

95 trainee probationer nurses in 1922-3.8   

 The obituary reported that in 1911, Catherine was appointed first assistant 

matron at Kingston Infirmary.  This was a Poor Law infirmary that had a 

nursing school, established in 1902, that offered a three-year training course.9  

It served the residents of the Kingston Union Workhouse and the local 

population.   

 The institution that Catherine joined in 1911 began as a workhouse 

infirmary built in 1843.  Construction of a larger infirmary started in 1868 – see 

Figure 3.  The architect was Charles Lock Luck, who in the Census of 1871 

was living in Adelaide Road, Surbiton.10  In 1894 the infirmary was extended 

to meet increasing needs.  In 1897, more additions were made including a 

nurses’ home and in 1902 the management of the infirmary was separated 

from that of the workhouse.11  Catherine McAllister was recorded at Kingston 

Infirmary in the Census of 1911, held on 2 April.12 The enumerator recorded 

that the sick wards comprised 102 rooms, the nurses’ and domestic servants’ 

quarters comprised 91 rooms, making 193 rooms in all. Some notes on the 

patients, nurses, medical officers and domestic servants of Kingston Infirmary 

identified in the 1911 Census may be found elsewhere.13 

 The obituary reported that Catherine McAllister was a member of Kingston 

Infirmary Nurses’ League and the Society for the State Registration of Trained 

Nurses. The matron of the Infirmary, Miss Annie Smith, had written that 

Catherine always had carried out her duties conscientiously and well. 

Furthermore, many of the probationer-nurses owed much to Catherine’s 

careful teaching and by her kind and gentle manner she endeared herself to 

everyone. Indeed, her loss was most keenly felt at Kingston Infirmary.   
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Figure 3. Pool of Bethesda bas relief above the entrance of Charles Lock 

Luck’s Kingston Infirmary of 1868. The building, now Regent Wing of 
Kingston Hospital, is used mainly for administrative purposes.  

Computer-enhanced photograph taken by David A Kennedy  
in October 2019 

 

 The obituary recorded that Catherine McAllister was travelling to Ireland for 

her annual holiday and left Kingston early on the morning of Saturday, 14 

August, in the best of spirits.  She travelled alone and expected to reach her 

destination by 10 pm on the same day. Contrary to her usual custom, she 

travelled by day instead of night, because she felt it would be safer from 

German submarine attacks during the Irish Sea crossing.14  Unfortunately she 

was in one of the front carriages of the ill-fated train, which was completely 

wrecked. She received such serious injuries that she died about three hours 

later in Northampton General Hospital.  Sisters Pritchard and Wood  travelled 

to Northampton to pay a last tribute of love to their late colleague and to 

arrange the wreaths sent by the medical and nursing staff, the domestic staff 

and the wounded soldiers in the Infirmary.15  
 The obituary recorded that Catherine McAllister would be buried near her 

home in Ballymadarphy, Co. Down and that memorial tablet would be placed 

in St Agatha’s Church, Kingston, where she had been a regular attendant.  It 

did not mention that Catherine was enrolled on the UK Midwives Roll on 20 

February 1915 by virtue of having passed the Central Midwives Board  

examination.16 

 The Surrey Advertiser newspaper, on 21 August 1915, reported that 

Catherine had a brother in Liverpool. The Census of 1911 recorded James  

McAllister, aged 38, a police constable born in Kilkeel, Co. Down, Ireland,  as 

a boarder living in a household in Toxteth Park, Liverpool. James would have 

been Catherine’s next of kin. Probate records showed that Catherine 
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McAllister’s beneficiary was her brother, James. Her effects were about 

£119.17     
THE IRISH MAIL DISASTER, 1915 
Lt. Col. Druitt, Assistant Secretary, of The Railway Department of The Board 

of Trade, presented his report on the investigation of the London and North 

Western  Railway’s Irish Mail train disaster on 8 October 1915.  He stated that 

on 14 August 1915, the second part of the 8.30 am passenger train, from 

Euston to Holyhead, drawn by two engines, was derailed when it was running 

at about 60 mph between Stowe Tunnel and Weedon, Northants, north 

towards Holyhead.  Several of the Irish Mail’s vehicles were thrown over 

either side of the line and wrecked – see Figure 4.  Of the passengers, ten 

were killed, 21 were injured, some severely, and 33 cases of shock were 

reported.  The driver and fireman of each engine were injured.  Five dining car 

attendants and a guard on the train also were injured . 

 
Figure 4. Computer-enhanced photograph of the wreckage of the Irish 

Mail train from The Illustrated London News, 21 August 1915. 
 

 Druitt, concluded that the Irish Mail was derailed when, travelling at about 

60 mph, it came to a part of the track that had been pushed out of alignment 

when one of its sleepers was struck by a coupling rod that had been detached 

from the locomotive pulling the 8.45 express from Birmingham to London.18  
This was a King George V Class locomotive, No. 1489, with the name 

“Wolfhound”.19  This name will be used to identify it hereafter.   Why did the 

coupling rod become detached? An analysis of the cause can be found at the 

Appendix. 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
Catherine McAllister was a much respected and beloved member of Kingston 

Infirmary’s nursing staff.  She was a careful teacher of probationer nurses, 

who by her kind and gentle manner endeared herself to everyone.  In about 

15 years she rose from being a probationer herself to the post of first assistant 

matron and her career pathway suggested that she probably had set her 

sights on being a hospital matron.  Sadly, her caring life that promised much 

for the future was cut short by the Irish Mail train disaster.  A cause and effect  

investigation might conclude that Catherine McAllister, and others, died 

because an essential split pin on the Wolfhound locomotive was not opened- 

out properly – see Appendix.  
 Her obituary recorded that she had left Kingston Infirmary the best of spirits. 

Probably she was not concerned about the train journey. It was German 

submarine attacks at night during the crossing to Ireland that she feared.   

However, as a regular attender at St Agatha’s Church she would have been 

familiar with the prescription in Matthew, Ch. 24, V.13, “Watch therefore, for 

you know neither the day neither the hour.”  
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APPENDIX.  THE CAUSE OF THE IRISH MAIL DISASTER 
Why did one of Wolfhound’s coupling rods become detached?  On a steam 

locomotive, coupling rods connected the driving wheels so as to transfer the 

driving power to all wheels.  One of Wolfhound’s coupling rods is indicated by 

an arrow in Figure 1 of the Appendix.   
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Appendix. Figure 1. George V Class Locomotive, No. 1489, “Wolfhound”.  
The arrow indicates the leading part of the coupling rod which became 

detached.  
 

The ends of a coupling rod were held in place on the crankpins by means of a 

washer that screwed on the end of the crankpins.  This part had a hole 

through it.  After the washer was screwed down, a split pin was inserted 

through the hole.  It was intended that this should be splayed open to prevent 

it from dropping out – see Figure 2 of the Appendix.      

 
  Appendix. Figure 2. Example of a split pin and washer fixing in which 

the end of the split pin is properly opened out.   In Wolfhound the end of 
the crankpin through which the split pin was inserted was threaded and 
the washer was screwed down.  It was suspected that the split pin was 
bent slightly rather than properly fitted and later it worked it’s way out. 

Figure prepared by David A Kennedy. 
 

Lt. Col. Druitt reported that the when the London-bound train pulled by 

Wolfhound stopped at Rugby station, the engine driver found that the split pin 

of a coupling rod was missing but the screw washer behind the split pin hole 

was properly still in place.  A fitter removed a split pin from another engine to 

replace the missing split pin.  It was reported that the end of the replacement 

was splayed open about half an inch with the jaw of a spanner to stop it falling 

out, instead of doing this with a chisel, as was the usual practice. What were 

believed to be the missing split pin and screw washer respectively were 
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discovered on the track about 7 miles and 12 miles south of Rugby.  The ends 

of the split pin were closed up and the pin was slightly bent – see Figure 3 of 
the Appendix.  

 This finding cast some doubt on the reliability of the report that the end of 

the pin had been opened out properly.  However, although Druitt thought it 

would have been better that a new pin from the stores had been fitted in the 

approved way, he attached no fault to the fitter who did the work quickly so as 

not to delay the train.  Druitt concluded: “It will be seen that all the 

circumstances attending the unfortunate accident were of a most unusual 

character, viz., the working out of the split pin, the slacking back and falling off 

of the washer and the coupling rod dropping and being bent outwards so as to 

damage the adjoining line.  I believe this is the only case on record of an 

accident having occurred from this last cause.” 20 

 
Appendix.  Figure 3.  Split pins. The one on the left hand side has been 
opened-out properly, whereas the one on the right hand side has been 

bent over as was suspected in the Wolfhound incident.  Figure prepared 
by David A Kennedy. 

                                            
1 Ireland, Catholic Parish Registers, 1655-1915, Kilkeel, Down & Connor.  Ancestry, 
https://www.ancestry.co.uk 
2 Find a Grave. 
https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/search?firstname=Catherine&middlename=&lastname
=McAllister&birthyear=1876&birthyearfilter=&deathyear=1915&deathyearfilter=&location=Kilk
eel%2C+County+Down%2C+Northern+Ireland&locationId=city_405404&memorialid=&mcid=
&linkedToName=&datefilter=&orderby= 
3 Griffith’s Valuation, 1847-1864, Parish of Kilkeel, Co. Down.   Find my Past 
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/search/results?firstname=william&firstname_variants=true&last
name=mcallister&keywordsplace=kilkeel%2c%20county%20down%2c%20northern%20irelan
d&keywordsplace_proximity=5&yearofbirth=1812&yearofbirth_offset=2&sourcecountry=irelan
d&sid=7 



 9 

                                                                                                                             
4 Irish Census, 1901, Ballyardell, Mourne, Down, http://www.census.nationalarch. Irish 
Census returns for 1881 & 1891 were pulped during WW1, 
http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/help/history.html 
5 British Journal of Nursing, Vol. 55, 21 August 1915, pp. 155-156. 
http://rcnarchive.rcn.org.uk/cgi-bin/advanced_search.pl# 
6 1901 Census, Prescot Union Workhouse & Nurses’ Home, Ancestry,   
https://www.ancestry.co.uk 
7 UK & Ireland Nursing Registers, 1898-1968, Burdett’s Hospitals & Charities, 1922-23, The 
yearbook of philanthropy & hospital annual, Ancestry,   https://www.ancestry.co.uk 
8 See endnote 7. 
9 See endnote 7.  The nursing school was established by the matron, Miss Jane Adelaide 
Smith. 
10 Surrey Comet, 7 March 1868. See also, list of the works of Charles Lock Luck at 
https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/public/ldf/draft_submission/reps/26177%20-
%20attachment.pdf 
11 London’s lost hospitals. Kingston Hospital   https://ezitis.myzen.co.uk/kingston.html 
12 Possibly she took up her new post on 1 January 1911. 
13 David A Kennedy, 2020, A glimpse of Kingston Infirmary’s patients & staff in 1911, 
www.kingstonhistoryresearch.co.uk   
14 See also Surrey Advertiser, 21 August 1915.  Probably, Catherine would have been aware 
of the sinking by a U-boat, off the west coast of Ireland, of the Cunard liner Lusitania on 7 
May 1915, with a loss of 1198 lives. 
15 The British Journal of Nursing, 27 May 1916, reported that Kingston Infirmary was used as 
an auxillary to the Royal Herbert Hospital, Woolwich and the County of London War Hospital, 
Epsom. 
16 UK Midwives Roll, Ancestry, https://www.ancestry.co.uk 
17 Probate Records, Ancestry, https://www.ancestry.co.uk 
18 Report on 8 October 1915 by Lt. Col. E. Druitt, Assistant Secretary, Railway Department, 
Board of Trade, into the causes of an accident that occurred on 14 August to a passenger 
train near Weedon on the London and North Western Railway.   
19 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/LNWR_George_the_Fifth_Class 
20 See endnote 18. 


