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A Champion in the Pigeon Fancying World 
James (Jimmy) Kelly 

Many of you will remember Wheatley Hill 
as a place where hard work, community 
spirit and a good bit of friendly rivalry 
went hand in hand. One such familiar 
name was Jimmy Kelly, who worked at 
Wheatley Hill Pit  and was  a man of    
quiet determination both below ground 
and above it. 
 

Jimmy worked at Wheatley Hill pit all of 
his life.  His father was killed during the 
first world war and his brother drowned 
in an accident at Thornley pit. 
 

Away from his demanding work in the pits, Mr Kelly built a remarkable reputation 
within pigeon racing circles. Renowned for his dedication and  expertise, he     
consistently demonstrated exceptional skill, earning top positions in the prestig-
ious Up North Combines in 1933, 1936, and 1938. Such repeated success was 
no small feat and firmly established him as a respected and admired figure 
among fellow fanciers. 
 

One of his most notable achievements came in 1938, when he triumphed in the 
Yearling Nomination Arras Cup. This victory was particularly significant given the 
highly competitive nature of yearling races. Competing with birds just one year 
old, these events highlighted the future potential of any loft, making success at 
this level a true mark of quality breeding and careful training.  The flying distance 
from Arras to Wheatley Hill is 430 miles. 
 

Arras, located in northern France, has long been an important race point for      
British pigeon enthusiasts. Serving as a popular starting or mid-distance release 
location, it has tested the endurance and navigation skills of countless birds over 
the years. Mr Kelly’s accomplishments in races from this historic location further 
highlighted his standing as a leading name in the sport.   
   

In 1941, Jimmy married Gladys Brain, and together they made their home in one 
of the village’s most familiar areas. Their address in Smith Street placed them 
close to the Low Crows district of Wheatley Hill—an ideal spot for Jimmy’s         
pigeons. It was here that his pigeon loft, proudly known as the “Brick Yard Loft,” 
became a local landmark, its name reflecting both its location near Burns brick 
yard and Jimmy’s strong connection to the area. 

Image showing the location of Smith Street, Wheatley Hill 

Wheatley Hill pit 

WHEATLEY HILL HERITAGE CENTRE 

Sing Your Local Dialect 
2nd Thursday in the Month 11.00—1.00 

Everyone Welcome—FREE admission 

 

Songs that tell a  
Story 

 

Songs that you 
remember 

 
 

Bring a Song 

 

Bring an instrument 
 

Just bring yourself 

 

Sit back and listen 
 

Or join in with 
 

Songs from the 
Coalfield 

Jimmy Kelly 
and his pigeon racing medals 
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MEETINGS IN WHEATLEY HOUSE 
Start at 11.00am 

   

 

 

26 August The Man They Named A        M Hedley 

  Town After 
 

30 Sept The Bowes Family Their        A Green 

  House and Gardens 

 

28 Oct The Hoppers of Iveston        C Meade 

  - a Quaker Family 

 

 

CONTACT DETAILS 

E: history.club2@btinternet.com 

W: wheatley-hill.org.uk 

Margaret: 07977546332 

The Way We Were 
A Story of Growing up in Wheatley Hill, County Durham  

By Edith Foster (nee Poulson) written when she was 92 

Part 5 
 

Thomas Foster was born in 1920 at 15 
First Street, Wheatley Hill to parents, 
overman Thomas Foster and his wife 
Hannah, nee Smith,  He was the second 
youngest of their six children and brother 
to Margaret Hannah, Elizabeth, George, 
Mary and Doreen and we married in 
1946. 
 

 

 

 

Tom was a joiner at Thornley Colliery and in 1948 the first 
of our three  children was born, Marjorie Edith followed by 
Richard Thomas and then June. 
  
Tom built a bungalow for us and he also  started a wood-
work business and built a workshop.  He supplied  many 
stores with garden sheds, green-houses and  garages.  
He also did lots of fencing work for the Peterlee Develop-
ment Corporation and sold his timber. 
 

 

 

  
I was involved in the business and did the paperwork 
– wages, VAT, delivery notes, you name it, I did it.  
Our family were growing up and our son Richard 
started working in the timber business and our 
daughters used to help in  various ways too. 

 

 

 

 

Now my family are married 
and sadly my husband has 
died and is missed by us all.  
I am now a grandmother and 
great grandmother. Tom would have been so proud. 
 

 

 

This really is the final part of Mrs Foster’s memoirs and we hope you have enjoyed      
reading them. Publication was made possible as her daughter June passed them to 
The History Club, along with family photographs. 

The History Club have edited and illustrated the work with relevant local images and 
we are grateful to the family for sharing. 

First Street, Wheatley Hill Hannah Foster, 
Nee Smith 

Thornley Colliery 

Tom & Edith 
with Marjorie and Richard 

Tom Foster in his woodworking business 

Tom in his woodworking business 
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