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Dedicated to the memory of Joyce Crow, née Sherington (1909–2008), and her brother, Private Robert Arthur Sherington, killed during the Battle of the Somme, 9 October 1916. 

And to Leonard Sutton* of Hillside, Reading, who lost four of his five sons in the war: Lieutenant Eric Sutton MC, aged twenty-one, killed 8 April 1916; Second Lieutenant William Sutton, aged twenty, killed 13 November 1917; Second Lieutenant Alexander Sutton, aged nineteen, killed 2 January 1918; Lieutenant Eustace Sutton, aged twenty-two, killed 24 March 1918.

And to Captain Leonard Noel Sutton, wounded 1918.















* Leonard Sutton owned a large late-Victorian house called Hillside, and a company, Sutton Seeds, that still specialises in the packaging and selling of commercial seeds. Hillside, now one of Reading University’s halls of residence, was within sight of the home in which I grew up. I walked past Hillside every day and noticed the wrought-iron railings and the tall brick entrance that still bears the name of the house.

I knew nothing of its history until last year when, by chance, I discovered that Leonard Sutton had owned the house where he lived with his wife, Mary, and their five sons and one daughter. Mary Sutton died in 1900 leaving Leonard, then thirty-six, to bring up six children under the age of ten. All five boys went on to serve in the Great War and four were killed.

After the war, Leonard Sutton became a Governor of the Royal Agricultural Society, vice-president of the Royal Berkshire Hospital, president of Reading Chamber of Commerce, and vice-president of the Royal Horticultural Society; he was also three times Mayor of Reading. Before his death in 1932, he was elected vice-chairman of the NSPCC. Perhaps his loss made him throw himself into his work. He certainly knew more than anyone ever should about cruelty, pain and suffering.





The dreaded word ‘gas’ was sounded along the line. Instantly ‘tin hats’ were flung off and gas-masks donned, a feat which was performed quicker than it takes to write, for we thoroughly believed in the oft-repeated maxim that in a gas attack there were but two kinds of men – the quick and the dead.

– Henry Russell, Slaves of the War Lords
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Introduction

Should you find yourself in Eastbourne with an hour or two to spare, you might care to visit the little Musgrave Museum in Seaside Road, a street that runs behind and parallel to the seafront parade of shops, restaurants and hotels. It contains the life’s work of George Musgrave, an independent and, as he describes himself, single-minded man. His museum is an eclectic collection of items, from coins to paintings, from newspapers to cameras, from pottery to wax models – in truth there is no obvious link; it simply seems to offer items of cultural interest that George has collected from across the globe. The visitors’ book shows a steady trickle of interested and appreciative – if occasionally bemused – tourists who have looked around during the spring and summer months when the museum is open.

Just inside the front door of the museum is the link that binds everything together. It is a wooden, glass-fronted stand in which is a photograph of a soldier, the pencil drawing of a train, the picture of a little boy, and above them the words, The Dad I Never Knew. A brass plaque, known as a ‘death penny’, is also in the stand. Given by the government to bereaved families, it confirms that this particular soldier did not return from war.

The collection is George’s act of devotion to a lost father, mortally wounded in France in 1917. Indeed, everything in the building has been brought together by this ninety-six-year-old man so as to leave a lasting memorial to a soldier now ninety-four years dead. And that small difference of two years is important. George has no memory of his father, but the train, drawn under fire in the trenches, was crucial in fusing forever the bond between them. ‘To little George for his birthday from Daddy’ is the accompanying note. It is one thing for a mother to tell a son that his late father loved him, quite another to have tangible and irrefutable proof.

The Musgrave Museum lends credence to the idea that the Great War’s rippling influence remains with us today, and absorbing stories have continued to excite media interest for their mixture of tragedy, poignancy and simple curiosity. In December 1998, the Guardian ran an article about the meeting, eighty years on, of a brother and sister separated by war. After their father was killed in November 1917, Albert and Daisy Bance were placed in different children’s homes by their mother who herself died shortly afterwards. The siblings were reunited only after a long search by relatives who discovered Albert living in Canada, where he had been sent when he was fourteen. The two were brought together in an emotional meeting at Montreal airport. ‘There were all these people standing there and there was Albert with a lovely bouquet of flowers. I just put my arms around him and started crying,’ Daisy is reported to have said. Aged eighty-five, she then returned to England where she died peacefully the following March.

That same month, in the Thames Estuary, fisherman Steve Gowan was hauling in his catch of cod and Dover sole when he saw an old ginger-beer bottle in the nets with what appeared to be a piece of paper inside. After prising off the rubber stopper, he found a message written by a soldier as he left for war in September 1914: ‘Dear wife, I am writing this note on this boat and dropping it into the sea just to see if it will reach you. If it does, sign this envelope on the right hand bottom corner where it says receipt. Put the date and hour of receipt and your name where it says signature and look after it well.’ The message ends, ‘Ta ta, sweet, for the present. Your hubby.’ The writer asks the finder to ‘kindly forward the enclosed letter and earn the blessing of a poor British soldier on his way to the front’.

The soldier, Private Thomas Hughes of the Durham Light Infantry, was killed thirteen days later. Widowed with a two-year-old daughter, Elizabeth Hughes would later remarry and in 1919 emigrate from her home in Stockton-on-Tees to New Zealand. The Times printed the story when it was discovered that the daughter, Emily, was still alive and in May 1999 Steve took the letter to Auckland and handed it to the then eighty-six-year-old.

‘Thomas Hughes had sailed from Southampton so the bottle had bumped along the sea floor, carried along by the tides and currents for over a hundred miles to reach the Estuary,’ explained Steve. ‘It had got to the stage where one edge was really thin and it would not have been long before it would have broken.’ Even then, it was lucky not to be smashed, for, as the fishing net opened, it was almost certainly cushioned by the catch tumbling to the deck.

Two years later, in 2001, Emily made her one and only trip back to Britain to meet relatives she had never known and to give the bottle to the Durham Light Infantry Museum for safekeeping. 

If the picture of the train made George Musgrave’s father come alive to him, the recovery of the bottle transformed Emily’s feeling about her father. ‘I was overwhelmed by the whole experience. All of a sudden my father was real to me rather than just my mother’s memories.’

More than 350,000 children lost their fathers during the Great War, and the vast majority have themselves since died. George Musgrave is one of a rapidly diminishing band, all now at least in their early nineties, who were left to forge their lives not only without the guiding influence of a father but all too frequently in the teeth of unremitting and abject poverty. After 1918, the mood was to honour the dead but also to forget the war, to move on and be grateful to those whose noble sacrifice had guaranteed everyone else’s life, liberty and freedom. Loss was so general, so communal, that survival was reward enough. 

This book is about the families of those who did not come back from the war. It is an examination of how they fared during the conflict and in the immediate aftermath of peace, primarily through the eyes of the last survivors of that war – the children and the siblings of those who died. Of the generation above, the wives and parents, there are none left, although remarkably, at the time of writing, there is still one surviving fiancée of a soldier killed in action. Nevertheless, the thoughts and feelings of wives and parents are included, drawn from the few memoirs, diaries and letters left to posterity. 

Yet this is far from just a book about life on the home front. The experiences of families at home are set firmly within the context of the war overseas. The soldiers’ optimism and excitement, coupled with the trepidation they felt when they went off to war, the fear and anxiety they experienced at returning to action after a spell of leave – such emotions were as widespread as they were harrowing. Through their own letters and diaries it is possible to get a sense of the concerns they felt for their loved ones back home as they undertook the daily chores of soldiering.

The expansion of the British Army was a colossal undertaking. In 1914, there were fewer than 300,000 regulars but by late 1916 onwards, two million men would be serving in France and Belgium at any one time.

Arms and ammunition were obviously needed, but there was also the supply of food for men and animals, water for both, fuel for the motorised vehicles, stores of clothes and equipment, materials for the trenches, wood for the duckboards, sandbags, medical facilities, sawmills, pumping stations, engineering works, billets, a postal service: the list appeared endless. Simply giving men ten days’ leave on an annual basis was a major operation, with tens of thousands of soldiers being issued with passes and the need for a transport infrastructure to get them home and back again. 

It was against this backdrop that the British Army had to deal with the administration of casualties. The wounded were taken off to hospital; the dead – where there was a body at all – went to the burgeoning cemeteries behind the line. Either way, information had to be gathered and relayed to families back home. With casualties during major operations running into many thousands per day, the paperwork was phenomenal. And for every notification of a casualty there was usually a reply, perhaps many replies, from distressed families hoping for news of loved ones in hospital or of husbands and sons simply missing in action. 

On the battlefield, the dead had to be collected and buried. In the trenches, burial was often rudimentary, whereas behind the lines cemeteries were opened with increasingly strict rules governing the location of new burial grounds and the manner of interment. Personal effects had to be removed and returned to families back home, final statements of accounts prepared. 

More than at any other time in modern history, the access to clear and accurate information was supremely difficult. It was a problem that beset each offensive, when those who decided the order of battle, who made the deployments and the battle strategy, were effectively blind once the operation was under way. Long gone were the days when men like Wellington could with their own eyes review a battle practically in its entirety. Yet advances in communications were still haphazard: wireless communication was in its infancy, telephone lines too easily cut, so that a critical message had to be brought by runner, dog or pigeon through shellfire and quagmire. The fog of war confused, misdirected and concealed vital information, and so it was with the collection and dissemination of news about loved ones missing or believed killed. ‘I had a suspicion,’ wrote one officer in the front line, ‘that many of the dead who lay unburied for so long were not reported dead – but simply as “missing”.’ His suspicions were right. An examination of officers’ papers confirms that the unknown whereabouts of many sons and husbands was the cause of protracted searching, too often in vain.

The administrative responsibility by which news was dispersed to anxious families back home will feature strongly in this book: how eyewitness accounts were sought from survivors in order to piece together what had happened. In conjunction with this, I will explore how the dead were treated on the battlefield by both comrades and enemy, and how personal effects were sent home.

The losses of the Great War and the casualties suffered in each offensive still cause much heated debate among historians and the wider public alike, and a culture of blaming the most senior officers is still ingrained in the British psyche. My intention is neither to condemn nor to exonerate anyone, but to shine a little light into the well of anxieties and fears that are inevitable when a nation is at war. During this conflict, every class of society was represented in the front line and all suffered to a greater or lesser extent.

In Britain we remember each year those who died in war and recall their sacrifice. The act of remembrance is a way for us to acknowledge the lessons of history, and, by learning, we pay the dead the best tribute of all. Nevertheless, the veterans themselves warned against fixation with the dead. Old soldiers such as John McCauley spoke for many when he said, ‘In honouring the dead, forget not the living. Remember us, but remember too, those who survived,’ while Harry Patch was more direct: ‘We say on Remembrance Day, “They shall grow not old, age shall not weary them . . .” All right, remember the dead, but I also remember the people left behind, mourning.’ This book is dedicated to those who mourned, such as Joyce Crow and Lily Baron. Joyce died two months short of her hundredth birthday in 2008, a lifetime longer than her sibling, Arthur Sherington, killed on the Somme in 1916. Joyce always thought of Arthur and celebrated his short life through her vivid recollections. 

Like Joyce, Lily Baron remembered her loved one, this time her dad, killed at Bourlon Wood in November 1917. Lily, born in 1912, had distinct memories of him and his last leave at home, and in the summer of 2010, just short of her ninety-eighth birthday, she visited France and entered the wood at the point where he died to lay a wreath and say a prayer. Her wreath was adorned, appropriately, with lilies and a card on which she had written ‘Thank you for five years of real happiness – I’ve missed you all my life.’ Lily died in December 2010.

Donald Overall, now aged ninety-eight, went to France in September 2007, to the south of Arras where his father was buried in June 1917. As flight engineer in a Halifax bomber, Donald had flown over northern France on many occasions during 1944 and 1945. He had stared down into the night’s inky blackness and thought of his father ‘down there’, and the promise he made himself one day to visit. At the grave of his father, he recalled with emotion: 

I’m an old man, I am supposed to be tough, I thought I was hard, but I’m not. He’s my dad. I miss him. I missed him as a boy and I miss him as an old man. It is very important that I have come back, can you understand? I feel closer now than I have ever been. That time he carried me to bed was the last time and this is the next time, ninety years. I don’t know how much longer I will live but I will never forget him. I would have come here, I wouldn’t have cared if it was snowing, because it meant something.

George Musgrave is younger, with no such recollections, only the picture of a train. He has spent a lifetime honouring his father, but he remembers, too, how much his mother struggled to keep the family together. There is no memorial for her or any monument to recognise her dedicated work, nor those like her. And nothing either for Joyce, Lily, Donald or George or all the other children whose formative years were forged by war and whose lives have been altered through loss, and rarely for the better. Though these four children had different lives – family circumstances and, most pointedly, income dictated that – all four were typical of their peer group, for as children all four never quite believed their loved ones were dead and thought that they might yet walk through the door again one day. 

Children were both passively and actively participant in that war, and their stories are just as valid when it comes to the history of the conflict as anyone else’s. While writing this book, I have been astonished and moved not just by the variety and intensity of some of their stories but by the depth of emotion that the Great War still stirs in them. For this reason, at the start of each chapter I have included an inscription dedicated – and originally paid for – by the families of the dead. Such dedications appear at the foot of perhaps half of all Commonwealth War Graves’ headstones and I have selected a number that express something of the loss these families suffered.

The war hugely influenced the lives of the children of Britain, for good or ill, and it continues to do so for those few thousands of our citizens who can still recall that time. And in the sense that its influence must cascade down the generations, then we, too, are children of that war for, at least in part, it has made us what we are today.

Richard van Emden, June 2011
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A Call to Arms

‘We kissed his cheek

We little thought

It was our last goodbye’



55342 Private Edward Fellows

14th Royal Welsh Fusiliers

Died of wounds 27 August 1918, aged thirty-one

Buried Puchevillers British Cemetery

‘I wish you could have known my son as he was to me, I wish all fathers could know their sons as I knew John,’ wrote Sir Harry Lauder, the music-hall entertainer, of Captain John Lauder, killed in 1916.

The doting pride Sir Harry and his wife, Ann, had for their son was almost tangible. ‘Have I told you how my boy looked?’ he implored readers in his memoirs, A Minstrel in France, published two years after his son’s death. 

He was slender, but he was strong and wiry. He was about five feet five inches tall; he topped his Dad by a hand-span. And he was the neatest boy you might ever have hoped to see. Aye – but he did not inherit that from me! Indeed, he used to reproach me, oftentimes, for being careless about my clothes . . . When he was a wee boy, and would come in from play with a dirty face; how his mother would order him to wash; and how he would painstakingly mop off just enough of his features to leave a dark ring abaft his cheeks, and above his eyes, and below his chin . . . I linger long, and I linger lovingly over these small details, because they are a part of my daily thoughts.

Four years earlier, John had stepped off the boat in Melbourne, Australia, to be greeted by his parents. It was July 1914 and John, a territorial officer, had been granted permission to miss that summer’s annual training to travel abroad. His father had been touring since the end of March, performing to packed audiences in Sydney and other towns and cities, cementing his reputation as an artist of world-class renown. 

While overseas, Sir Harry had been aware of the shooting in Sarajevo of Franz Ferdinand, the Archduke and heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne; both he and Ann had felt sorry, sorry in particular for the Archduke’s wife, Sophie, who was also killed by an assassin’s bullet. ‘And then we forgot it. All Australia did,’ he wrote.

It had been months since he had seen his son and there was plenty to talk about, not least the success of the tour. ‘Maybe we did not read the papers so carefully as we might have done,’ he admitted, for the diplomatic fallout from the assassination was leading rapidly towards a European conflagration. The killings by a Serbian nationalist had enormous, wider regional significance: secret treaties and alliances guaranteeing one country’s support for another in the event of war were holding firm. Germany was going to back Austria in its dispute with Serbia; Serbia called for and received support from its traditional ally, Russia. Russia was in alliance with France, and Britain had an ‘understanding’ with France: the ramifications for Sir Harry’s son had not yet encroached on his father’s consciousness, though they were about to.

Arthur Sherington was a very talented artist. Although he had never been to Australia, he worked in the graphics department of the office of the Agent General for Western Australia in London. He had been brought up in England but born abroad, in Georgetown, British Guyana, the home of his mother, Letitia. His father, Offord Sherington, was a journalist and editor of Georgetown’s Daily Chronicle. However, in early 1892 he had returned home with his wife and young son to try to establish himself as an editor in London. The family settled in Hornsey where, in years to come, he and Letitia were to have six further children including Joyce, the youngest, born in 1909.

‘We all knew that Arthur was my mother’s favourite child,’ acknowledged Joyce, 

and we were pleased about it too because he was a lovely chap; good looking, charming, great fun, such a nice disposition, and always ready to play with his younger siblings, like me. We all looked up to him for he was a very fine artist, particularly in pencil.

The time I remember him most was Saturday teatime. We lived in a house with big square rooms and a great big kitchen with a large table and I remember all my brothers and sisters coming in with muddy football boots and netball bags and we all sat round and had tea together and then we played silly family games such as tapping out the rhythms of different tunes. Arthur’s favourite was ‘The Cornish Floral Dance’.

In the winter, on Sundays, we used to pull the curtains and Arthur would tell a story. ‘When we lived in Warwickshire . . .’ he always began. It was years before I realised Warwickshire was a real place. Each story was beautifully complete in itself, perfectly ordinary happenings about perfectly ordinary people, but somehow these stories had an importance to us even though we knew he made them all up.

By August 1914, twenty-three-year-old Arthur had become the main breadwinner in the house. His father had been working for Chappell, the music publishers, but serious ill health had almost crippled him, leaving the family in a difficult financial position. For this reason Arthur resisted any temptation to enlist, at least for the time being.

The Peels, like the Sheringtons, lived in London, struggling financially, too, but that was about all they had in common. Esther’s father was a drinker and part-time poacher, prone to sudden mood swings and frequent violence.

Dad used to say he’d rather go poaching than work and so when he felt like it he’d take me to a place called Three Hills. ‘You sit down and make a daisy chain,’ he would tell me before disappearing off, always coming back with something, very often it was a lamb, sometimes a rabbit. He had a poacher’s jacket on, the pocket of which went all the way around and when he got something hidden in there we’d go to one of the back streets where a mate of his lived, to skin whatever he’d got and burn the evidence.

Any money Dad had was spent down the pub. He was a boozer, and my mother used to say, ‘Go and ask your dad to come home,’ and I used to go to the pub, sit on the step and the men used to say, ‘Hello, nipper, are you waiting for your dad?’ and I’d say, ‘Tell him to come, his dinner’s ready,’ but of course he would only come when he was ready. Once Mother threw his dinner on the garden because he was so late, and I remember Dad beating our cottage’s pebble-dashed wall with his fist. Blood was all pouring down his fingers but he was so drunk I don’t think he could feel the pain. I know I was there trying to stop him and at the finish he’d go in and probably gave my mother a thump in the face, knock her out of the way and go to bed. Another time Dad was sitting on the sofa and I was sitting on his lap. Dad had been to the pub and Mum was frying some food, then something happened, something was said, and he pushed me off his lap and went up to my mother and punched her straight in the face. They were always rowing. Home life only improved when Dad had gone in the army. When he was leaving I said to him, ‘What are you going away for?’ and he said, ‘Well, I’ve got to go and kill those Germans and when we’ve killed them all I’m coming back.’ I am not sure Mum was that pleased at the prospect.



In time the British Army would find all three of these men in its ranks, three of a truly motley collection of recruits, men who would never have been drawn to the services were it not for war and the desperate need for vast numbers of civilian recruits.

The popular memory of the great patriotic rush to the colours that long summer of 1914 has tended to obscure one inescapable and unpalatable truth: no matter in which direction anyone cared to look, the headlong charge to enlist Britain’s young men into the services created a vast and as yet untrained army and with it a social, military and administrative mess of epic proportions.

Hours after the outbreak of hostilities, the newly appointed Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener, appealed for the formation of a New Army made up of civilian volunteers. His call to arms was a remarkable and unparalleled success and therein lay the problem. He knew that to embark on conflict with Germany the small regular British Army would need to expand, and rapidly. Instead of the 100,000 volunteers he asked for (he knew he would need one million over time), the public response was so emphatic that the army was swamped by a tidal wave of eager recruits, 750,000 in the first two months of the war, nearly 1.2 million by the end of the year. The Regular Army’s pre-war annual recruitment was around 30,000 men; 33,000 enlisted on one day alone, 3 September, so what on earth was it to do with twenty-five times that number almost simultaneously beating a path to its door? It was a severe headache from which it took the army months to recover. Who was going to train these troops? How were they going to be equipped? Where on earth would they be housed? Who would feed and pay them? 

In peacetime, the public’s view of the army was generally negative: most people did not want their sons to serve alongside those they saw as little more than ‘thieves and vagabonds’. The army had always attracted its share of down-and-outs, the hungry, men temporarily down on their luck. It also attracted Barnardo boys looking for a home, deserters wishing to return to the fold, and of course it appealed to boys who had always wanted to soldier. But now it had men and boys drawn en masse from every echelon of society, including civilians who held down full-time jobs in the very industries that would be required to crank up their output if Britain were to fight an international war. They came from coal mining (115,000 miners enlisted in the first month of war) and agriculture, industries concerned with the extraction of iron ore and lead, and businesses rooted in manufacturing, such as textiles and carpentry. 

‘It is impracticable even for an angel from Heaven to meet all the wants of these new and vast forces with the desirable rapidity,’ wrote The Times military correspondent in November 1914. To give some idea of the challenge facing the services, it is worth noting that, as reported in The Times on 7 November, the peacetime army annually ordered 245,000 pairs of boots, 250,000 service dress jackets and 43,000 greatcoats. In the autumn of 1914 it placed an order for 6.5 million boots, 1.5 million greatcoats, 5.25 million service dress jackets, not to mention 11 million shirts, 5 million pairs of trousers and 4.5 million pairs of puttees, as well as cardigans, towels, caps, pants and socks. It was anticipated that another round of orders would be necessary after just six months. Such were the immediate shortages that entrepreneurs entered the fray. One middleman who had obtained 5,000 jerseys for 3/11d. (three shillings and eleven pence – the equivalent value of about £8.50 today) offered them to the War Office for 4/5d. The War Office refused, so the man sold them to a Territorial Association, which could contract locally for clothes, for 6/11d, turning in today’s money a quick £32,000 profit. Such speculation only tempted others to hold on to their surplus stock in the hope of higher prices, exacerbating the situation further.

For every army recruit crammed into a hastily erected bell tent, there was an additional administrative nightmare being played out in offices all over the country and none was greater than the provision of Separation Allowances to wives and their children.

Six weeks after the outbreak of war, the Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith, announced (The Times, 18 September 1914) that Separation Allowances would be increased. As from 1 October, a wife would be guaranteed to receive a minimum 12/6d. a week. (twelve shillings and sixpence – the equivalent of about £27 today), up from 11/1d., including a maximum allotment of 3/6d. from her husband’s army pay. A wife with one child would be guaranteed 15/- (fifteen shillings) as opposed to the previous 12/10d., and every additional child would benefit from a further 2/6d. (£5.40 today). 

When the allowances were announced, one wife with three children was reported to have said: ‘It seems too good to be true, a pound a week and my husband away.’ This might have seemed a lot of money to one whose husband had rigidly controlled the purse strings, but allowances were not intended to cover more than half a family’s expenditure and she might have come to regret her exuberance when she was subsequently forced out to work.

The rapid expansion of the army led to severe payment problems to servicemen’s families. To be fair, the army pay offices did everything they could to alleviate the difficulties. They rapidly recruited staff, growing from their peacetime establishment of 300 employees to nearly 3,000 by mid-October. However, new staff would not reach the required levels of efficiency without training, and training took time and resources.

Personal records for those serving in the Regular and Territorial armies had been completed in peacetime, making payments relatively easy to administer, but the wives of men serving on the Army Reserve (former regular soldiers recalled from civilian life) were greatly disadvantaged. Many had married after their husbands had been placed on the Reserve and the army had no paperwork on the altered circumstances. Press advertisements were taken out instructing these wives how to claim their allowances but, according to the army, many wives in their ignorance sent in marriage and birth certificates without including any clue as to the regimental identity of the husband. In Kitchener’s New Army, details of marriage were taken on attestation and information forwarded for verification and payment, but the sheer numbers involved ensured this all took time. Newspapers claimed that some wives had not received a penny in six or even eight weeks, and there were accusations in the press that women had been forced to pawn household goods to eke out what little money they had.

Reservist Nelson Newman had served in the Royal Fusiliers between 1901 and 1909 before marrying Edith Cocking in the summer of 1910. Aged thirty, and after five years in civilian life, he had dutifully returned to his regiment on news of war, being given the rank of lance corporal and serving with the 6th (Reserve) Battalion, Royal Fusiliers, soon joining the 4th Battalion in France. After returning to the regimental depot, he wrote regularly to Edith and his children. His letters in the weeks before he embarked for overseas service on 21 September 1914 refer constantly to the problem of allowances and pay in the British Army:

Well Ede, don’t forget that if there is anything going from the different distress funds that they are setting up, put your name down as you are as entitled to some as anyone else . . . 

I am not sending you any money as they only gave me four shillings. I know you will think this is a lie dear but as true as I am sitting writing this, it is the truth. In fact god, you will soon have to send me some as I tell you, if things go on like this I am going to pack up and come home . . .

I am glad to hear you got some out of that distress fund, that is right girl, get as much as you can and don’t forget to play the fund up as we are earning all you get here, I give you my word . . .

Whatever you do dear, as I said, don’t go short of food [even] if you have to get rid of half of our stuff as I hope to have a bit enough to get another lot if I come back which I hope I do. 



Lance Corporal Nelson Newman was killed on 26 October 1914.

There was one further and unexpected complication to the payments system. The army and, indeed, the government were surprised to discover just how many claimants were not in fact married but nevertheless had children. After brief political soul-searching, these women were also paid where evidence of an ‘established’ home existed. This was not a sign of progressive politics at work; rather, it was clear to the government that if so many people were living out of wedlock, only the guarantee of an allowance would facilitate their recruitment.

All in all, and with the benefit of hindsight, it was something of a blessing that at least some married men had read of the confusion and been put off enlisting in the forces until the government sorted out the issue of Separation Allowances and recruits’ accommodation.

In Australia, the only allowances that concerned John Lauder were those associated with luggage. He had barely set foot in Melbourne when, on 4 August, Sir Harry’s birthday, a bluntly worded cable arrived: ‘Mobilise. Return’.

John’s eyes were bright. They were shining. He was looking at us, but he was not seeing us. Those eyes of his were seeing distant things. My heart was sore within me, but I was proud and happy that it was such a son I had to give my country.

John Lauder immediately set about returning to Britain. He took a train to Adelaide where he could pick up a steamer bound for Britain; his parents would also catch a steamer, but in this case for New Zealand. They would not meet again until January when the then newly promoted Lieutenant Lauder was training in Bedford.

It would still be several weeks before John Lauder could get home. By the time he reached Britain, not only had the Regular Army been heavily engaged against the numerically superior might of the German army at Mons, it had been forced into an exhausting retreat almost to the gates of Paris. In the event, the army marched to the south-east across the rivers of the Aisne and the Marne where, in early September, and with the aid of the French, it had managed to throw the Germans back. Stalemate followed, ushering in trench warfare. Soon after, the Territorials began to arrive to support – no one would say prop up – the depleted ranks of the Regular Army, and these part-time soldiers would continue to stream across the Channel, though it would be several months before John Lauder’s battalion, the 8th Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, was ordered overseas.

News of the Regular Army’s heroic retreat from Mons inspired a second great wave of enlistment so that the New Army became New Armies numbered K1, K2 and K3. In September 1914, the urgent call for men was played out at recruitment rallies everywhere, though it would be the best part of a year before the first of the New Army battalions was ready for overseas service. Many of these units were formed of men local to one town or another and became popularly known as Pals Battalions, groups of like-minded men who worked together, played sports together, went to the same church and who chose to enlist together. No longer was the army pulling in only the poor and hungry, but men eager to serve, to see something of the world and to escape the drudgery of their lives in foundries, fields and mills. The brother of seven-year-old Len Whitehead was one of the first to go.

Everybody was terribly excited, and there was nobody more excited than my elder brother George. He was going, he said, ‘first thing tomorrow morning’. Dad didn’t want him to enlist, he tried to persuade him against going so soon – stop to see the harvest in. But George was keen to go and here was his chance, and he went into my mother’s bedroom – she was not very well at the time – and he picked up a stick which she used to rap on the floor if she wanted anything. ‘This is how I shall strut about the London parks,’ he said, jokingly of course. It was the glamour of it all, nobody gave it a second thought that they might never come back.

The next day we watched him set out with a parcel tucked under his arm, with his towel and shaving gear. He went up the farm chase, which was about half a mile long, and he was gone to the nearest village railway station at Rayne. The village was so empty, it seemed so, you see there were so many young men although they didn’t all go together, they went in sort of dribs and drabs – they would meet perhaps in an evening – there was a reading room, a place where they would meet and say, ‘Right, we’re off ,’ perhaps five or six of them. ‘Meet at the village pump tomorrow morning and we’ll go,’ and they did of course. We were very proud to say he’d gone. ‘You know my brother, he’s in the 9th Battalion of the Essex Regiment,’ you see. Other children had got people in more glamorous regiments but we didn’t care, we’d got a brother soldiering.

Among those who joined up were tens of thousands of lads aged seventeen, many sixteen, and some younger still, all well under the stipulated age of nineteen. These boys were some of the first to go. Single and with few if any responsibilities, they became caught up in the adventure of the occasion, and the promise of a life less repetitious. Other lads wished to escape difficult family lives. Whatever the reasons, they were enlisted by recruiting sergeants, who were paid for every recruit and were often happy to wave through a fit and enthusiastic volunteer. For the most part these lads did not suffer the physical ailments that afflicted many men who worked long hours in heavy industry, while parents, too, were willing to let sons go in the mistaken belief that the war would not last very long – it might end before Christmas – and no boys would be fully trained within a year. 

Edwin Maindonald lied about his age to enlist when he was just seventeen. A clerk from Vauxhall in south London, he was the elder brother of Mabel, known to everyone as Madge. She doted on him but their mother died in March 1915 and the family home changed for the worse. Edwin decided he would escape and enlist at Chelsea Town Hall.

Before Mum died we were a happy family. I was always well dressed because my mother used to make my clothes and we had enough money to be comfortable. My father brought his wages home, which a lot of men didn’t. I was always nice and clean; we had good meals, and every year we used to go to Guernsey for a holiday to see my grandmother.

Mum’s death ruined everything because people don’t realise how much the woman runs the house. Dad was so pent up, he was terribly upset, they were very happy together and when she died the house became a house of misery. I think my brother couldn’t stand it, really, and two months later he ran away to war. He altered his birth certificate – which my family had a habit of doing – and he went. I was upset. He was one of the gang and I didn’t want him to go in the army but what had I got to say about it, nothing.

For married men, doing their duty to their country did not always sit well with their loved ones, some of whom saw enlistment not as a patriotic and welcome act but rather as a dereliction of duty – to their families. That was certainly the feeling among members of Mary Morton’s family, although family disputes hardly helped matters. Growing up, Mary had always felt a certain tension between her father and his mother-in-law, known to Mary as Granny Stirrat, an austere and dour lady.

Daddy only visited the Stirrats for Mama’s sake, she felt it was their duty. The Stirrats did not seem to like Daddy either. Among the family wedding photographs arranged on the high mantelpiece, we noticed Daddy’s was kept behind the others, though Mama was the prettiest bride of them all, in a large hat, a tiny-waisted dress with many frills all round the hem. They thought their youngest and prettiest daughter had thrown away her chances of a better marriage; he was not what they wanted for her at all, and said they were not surprised when he joined up, just to avoid his responsibilities.

The glamour of the uniform, and the dullness of his job and married life all conspired to send him post-haste to the recruiting office. The Stirrats were appalled. Mary, my mother, was expecting his third child. They called him a ‘bounder’.

A powerful sense of duty was ingrained in lads who enlisted. Even if they were not inclined to accept all the lurid stories of German atrocities that gained currency across Britain, they still believed in the nation’s just cause to stand up to aggression and to uphold the rule of international law. If they had any sympathy with this, then they would not stand back and watch from the sidelines. Letitia Sherington would later recall how her son Arthur made up his mind to go.

He had no illusions of glory to sustain him. What he said was: ‘I don’t think it’s any less wrong or futile, but I can’t sit at home knowing that every mouthful of food I eat is brought to me because another man is willing to die.’

It was honour, too, that drove Peter Miller to the recruiting station. Peter, a committed Christian and son of a prominent London Methodist preacher, had grown up and adopted the family tradition of pacifism; that remained his position for a while, but suddenly one day that stance changed, according to Emily, his elder sister.

Shortly after the war broke out, we sat in the house discussing the matter, as my brother was wondering whether he, in fact, ought to volunteer. We were talking, whether it would be right or wrong to join, to go and kill people, and of course we said no, it was wrong. ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ We were in mid-discussion when my brother suddenly stood up and said, ‘You know, Mother, supposing people were to come into this room,’ and he pointed, ‘come in that door and attack you and Emily.’ He said, ‘I’ve got to go, the Germans are coming here, we all know the stories they are telling. I’ve got to protect you from them. I’m not a conscientious objector; I’m here as a defender and I’ve a right to defend you.’ That was my brother’s attitude. We didn’t want to go and fight anybody, we wanted to live in peace. However, we weren’t allowed to because of Germany, it wasn’t our fault.

Arthur and Peter may have felt the moral imperative of enlisting, but George Whitehead was never in any doubt and he was already involved. His battalion might not have been the most glamorous in the British Army but it was not short of volunteers ready to fill its ranks. The 9th Battalion, a New Army battalion, reached establishment so rapidly that a 10th and then an 11th were formed within weeks. It quickly became apparent that the earlier a New Army battalion was formed, the more likely it was to get hold of any pre-existing resources and to receive any new kit as suppliers fulfilled their government contracts. George Whitehead’s prompt action in joining the 9th meant he was better off than those village lads who waited, if only a week or two, and ended up in the 10th, for this battalion was in a state of near rebellion.

Nothing was happening in the 10th Essex, and therein lay the problem. The men were so hungry and fed up with sitting around that they approached one of the few officers to demand some changes. He was in the orderly room, a bell tent, and so sick and tired was he with telling the men that all that could be done was being done that in the end he simply rolled up his sleeves and offered to fight all-comers if that’s what it took to win them round. 

‘The grievances, indeed, were legitimate,’ wrote the officer: 

These ardent patriots had poured into recruiting stations in numbers which upset all calculations. Trains were plentiful enough, and the sole object of the overworked recruiting staffs was to get the eager thousands somewhere outside London – it mattered little where. And so a mixed and muddled mass of humanity found itself on the downs of Shorncliffe provided with numberless bell tents but with no other assets than the garments in which they stood.

The experience of the 10th Essex was replicated time and again in Kitchener’s New Armies and from one end of the country to the other. ‘No one knows exactly how order was eventually evolved out of chaos,’ he continued, ‘or comprehends the miracle of organization which was performed by a microscopic handful of regular officers and NCOs.’

These regular NCOs were raised from whatever rank they were to company sergeant major on the spot, while any civilian with even the scantiest military knowledge was elevated among his peers. ‘A straw hat or a bowler determined the choice of Lance Corporal,’ wrote the officer, ‘while a really clean white collar in addition to a decent hat was the sure passport to the rank of Corporal.’

The brand new officers knew little about warfare either, although they at least were dressed in khaki, having paid for their own kit. They often learned the art of soldiering from the manuals that were sold in bookshops, and they relied heavily on those CSMs who could point them in the right direction. Such officers, armed only with apparent self-confidence, grew into the job and would, over the next few months, mould something akin to a football crowd into a decent battalion. 

After weeks at sea John Lauder had rejoined his territorial unit and was training with his men in Bedford when his father and mother returned from their tour of Australia and New Zealand. At the first opportunity they travelled to see their son who, they found, had unexpectedly matured.

There were curious changes in the laddie I remembered. He was bigger, I thought, and he looked older and graver. He had a great responsibility. The lives of other men had been entrusted to him, and John was not the man to take a responsibility like that lightly.

I saw him the first day I was at Bedford, leading some of his men in a practice charge. Big, braw laddies they were – all in their kilts. He ran ahead of them, smiling as he saw me watching them, but turning back to cheer them on if he thought they were not fast enough. I could see as I watched him that he had caught the habit of command. He was going to be a good officer.

A good officer would help recruits who were not natural-born soldiers to enjoy army life, men like Private Peter Miller and Private Arthur Sherington. Through their letters, their families glimpsed their development from civilian to soldier, from inefficiency to efficiency, and felt, too, the inexorable approach of the day when their boys would have to go overseas, as extracts from their letters testified:



Private Peter Miller, 2/8th Essex Regiment

This morning our company had some physical drill. One of the exercises was a tug of war, with a rope about as thick as a telegraph pole. Talking about telegraphs, I have found that if one asks the local newsboy for a Daily Telegraph, one’s superiority over halfpenny readers [the tabloids] is acknowledged by ‘Sir!’ The D.T. seems to have ousted all other penny newspapers at the camp.



Private Arthur Sherington, 3/5th London Regiment (London Rifle Brigade)

Since I have been down here, I have done all kinds of fatigues from unloading coal wagons to cookhouse, which is chiefly cleaning out greasy dixies. This is far better than doing drill on the Square day after day. I think they like to vary the monotony by a few fatigues sprinkled here and there.

By the way, I tried to get measles the other day as there is five days’ leave attached to it, but it didn’t come off.



Private Peter Miller

I and two others went to Walton on the Naze to have our blankets fumigated at the hospital. All the blankets for the Company went in motor transports, so we had a pleasant ride. The blankets were put in a huge oven and literally baked by steam for three quarters of an hour to kill all germs and in fact make them generally better to sleep on. We had lunch at a restaurant and a bath in the hospital.



Private Arthur Sherington

I make my third epistle to the family at large. Would you mind sending down my football knickers together with a pair or two of pants if such be reasonable and also if you can spare it, another towel and last but not least those two thin cotton vests.

I have made arrangements for my washing to be done in the village, but this has to be kept quite quiet as we are not supposed to send it there on account of the various diseases to which the said villagers are subject.



Private Peter Miller

Yesterday afternoon a few of us were watching a sergeant playing with a machine gun, when an officer rushed up and said that the British had broken through 20 miles of front. Later, the evening paper reported 20 miles; now this morning the distance has come down to 16 miles. Perhaps tomorrow it will have dropped still lower(!) Still if any progress is made it is better than standing still; and the end of the war may come in our time.

The ‘France’ rumour, which obtained much credence a fortnight ago, has subsided, some people are trying to start an ‘India’ rumour.



Private Arthur Sherington

We get up horribly early in the morning and spend our time chiefly cleaning Government property such as equipment, not forgetting the gas pipe – known to civilians as the soldier’s best friend – or rifle . . . We also do ‘night-ops’ twice a week which sounds exciting but isn’t. That is about all – you see it goes on day after day and I get very fed up with it anyhow. This is very unexciting – but quite healthy – so that I can place my hand over my heart and say that I am quite brown and quite fit.



Private Peter Miller

I hope you do not get many disturbing dreams about me. I assure you I am perfectly well. It is said we are to have a series of manoeuvres next month lasting quite a long time, after which we may or may not go to the front. The officer I was with on Wednesday said he would not be surprised if we were still in khaki two years from now.



Private Arthur Sherington

Although it seems years since I saw you last – in reality only a week has passed. Nothing has happened except that all my pals or nearly all will be off to France on Wednesday. As far as I know we shall finish our firing by next week and shall get our four days’ leave soon after so I hope to be up again fairly soon . . . Don’t think there is anything further to report except that the grub is steadily going from bad to worse.



Private Peter Miller

We have not gone yet. But it may be any day – even any hour – that we shall move . . . I am going into the danger zone, trusting in God; so I am not afraid. All the same, the possibility of getting killed is there, and you will understand how I feel. Thank you for your expressions of comfort. There is no need for you to worry, for I am sure it is a matter of destiny.



Private Arthur Sherington

A large draft went off today and we are now in the next batch . . . As far as I know we shall probably go at the end of this week or early next. Anyhow I will let you know of course. Of the boys very few indeed are left and so I shan’t be so very sorry when we pack up.



Private Peter Miller

We are going tomorrow. Where or how we do not know. It is thought we shall go straight to France.



2 August 1916

Reverend Peter Miller (father)

Had a P.C. from Peter – from Folkestone – he left for France on Monday – 31st July – may God keep him, and bring him back safely.







Few soldiers, if any, could have accepted the prospect of going to war without some hesitation and deep-seated anxiety. Just how a man felt depended on many variables: whether he had been out before, whether he was a reluctant or keen soldier, and, perhaps more than anything, whether he was married with children. Private Stephen Graham, serving with the Scots Guards, watched one middle-aged private, having been warned for overseas duty, sending a telegram to his wife to come down to see him. She left the children at a neighbour’s house and went straight away to say goodbye. After she had left, Graham observed as the man grimly and quietly disposing of his spare kit, ‘making his will and doing all those final things that precede the going to the Front’.

The following day the man was told he would not be leaving with the draft after all and his reaction to the news is interesting as a photographic negative of his previous emotions.

Joy curiously suffused and transfigured his usually inexpressive countenance, and a generous flow of life-blood rushed through his veins. He wired his wife again. The unopened parcel which she had brought him the day before he now opened, and distributed among us shortbread and home-baked scones. He was not one who gave away things as a rule. But now a light-heartedness seemed to possess him and smiles flickered across his face.

One man who was set to go with the draft was Sergeant Five. After an evening out he had come back into barracks in a conversational mood and, recalls Graham, ‘sat by the embers of the fire talking to himself for hours about his wife and little ones: “I believe in God and all that; I’m not afraid to die,” said he, “but the question I ask is, if I die, what are they going to do? What will the army do for them? Why, nothing, of course. That’s just it. There are too many widows and orphans.”’

If soldiers were fortunate, they might receive a few days’ embarkation leave, but this was a privilege not a right. Neither the Sheringtons nor the Millers saw their boys before they went abroad. Either way it was typical of the men who were going overseas to sprint off a few lines to reassure their families that all was well. On 10 July 1915 Private Hugh Smith wrote to his mother, Sarah, that he was all right, before adding every reassurance he could think of. In his letter he was right about leaving soon – he landed in France four days later – but everything else he jotted down as a comfort to her was spectacularly wide of the truth. 

Don’t fret yourself about what I am going to tell you but I think we shall be going away before long. It’s a question whether we shall get any farther than the base and even if we do it won’t be for long [wrong]. It has come from good authority that the Germans are just about done up [wrong] and I see according to this morning’s papers that they have been knocked out all together in Africa [wrong], and now the Turks have turned on them [wrong]. I reckon another week or two will see the finish [wrong]. Well, whenever we go we shall go in good spirits. Our chaps are quite excited at the thought of it and you know if we only land on the French coast we shall get a medal [right].



Private Hugh Smith was killed fifteen months later.

Soldiers’ thoughts are well documented. Rarely recorded is the experience from the other side: the feelings of those who had to part with their husband or son, those made utterly powerless to influence events. One of the few to leave such a record was Marie Leighton, the mother of Lieutenant Roland Leighton, an officer in the Worcestershire Regiment, to be immortalised after the war in the memoirs of his fiancée, Vera Brittain. In great detail, she recalled in her book, Boy of My Heart, the first time the son she had given the childhood nickname Little Yeogh Wough left home for France.

Marie remembered how that day in early April 1915 she had watched as Roland finished his packing before both of them stopped for tea. Roland would have to leave in ten minutes.

He spoke quite bravely and with an attempt at his usual gaiety, but it was easy to see that there was something not quite right about him. Eagerly though he had striven to go, he yet was not going without a pang. But it was not the coward’s pang – Heaven be thanked! There was nothing of fear in it. 

Downstairs in the kitchen department of the house there was a great and unwonted silence that made itself felt even in our rooms. The servants knew and were sorry. One of them had known him for eight years, another for four and yet another for two; and their unnatural silence and stillness had a meaning which struck a chill to my heart. 

Then, the ten minutes being over, he got up and kissed us good-bye all round. A curious look came on his face as he saw the tears in his father’s eyes brim over. He went out very suddenly, walking a little blindly. He would have no one go to the station with him. For one thing, he was not going there immediately, and, secondly, he always hated being seen off by anyone that he loved.

Sir Edward Poulton had not been able to communicate what he really wanted to say to his son, Ronald Poulton Palmer, the preternaturally gifted England rugby captain and heir to the Huntley & Palmers biscuit business in Reading and, as it happened, a good friend of the Sutton family of Hillside.

‘It was impossible to speak of the thoughts that were within us,’ wrote Sir Edward. ‘He knew how dearly he was loved; he knew the fears we felt. Speech was not needed to tell him this, and so he talked, as he had always done, of the things that had interested him in his work and he well knew would interest us.’

Sir Edward was devoted to his young officer son and it is noteworthy how Marie Leighton’s childlike terms of endearment for Roland were not peculiar to her family but shared by others. The Victorian era is often characterised today as austere, even brutal, in its attitude towards children. While this is not entirely without foundation, it is certainly not to be taken as typical. Sir Edward, for one, was anything but patriarchal and unfeeling.

The signs and symbols of affection between parents and children were not abandoned as Ronald grew up. As it had been between my father and me, so it was between me and my sons. In neither generation could any point be recognized in which a love that grew with the passing years was willing to be denied its symbolic expression. The last time we kissed each other was in Piccadilly Circus where we said ‘Good-bye’, and I turned away with a heavy heart to return to Oxford, he to Chelmsford for the last few days in England. And not only in this but in other ways he was always the same to his parents. On any of his visits to Oxford from his work at Reading or Manchester or from his training at Chelmsford, he would warmly embrace us, always calling us by some endearing diminutive, literally most inappropriate to his father, but seeming to be all the sweeter on that account.

Sir Harry Lauder bade farewell to his son at Bedford, to where he and his wife had raced on receiving news that he was due to leave. John, Sir Harry believed, was keen to go, although he was sober with the knowledge of what he would face. The stories of German atrocities were believed by the Lauders, but his father thought that the shocking tales had also made John more determined.

We did not know whether we would ever see him again, the bonnie laddie! We had to bid him good-bye, lest it be our last chance. For in Britain we knew, by then, what were the chances they took, those boys of ours who went out.

‘Good-bye, son – good luck!’

‘Good-bye, Dad. See you when I get leave!’

That was all. We were not allowed to know more than that he was ordered to France.

Roland Leighton had passed out of his teens only days before he embarked for the Western Front, and, to Marie, watching her son go beyond all parental protection was excruciating. It must have felt like no time at all since her son was just a boy and the daily lengthening casualty lists in The Times of the killed and wounded were a constant reminder of the dangers men faced. Others who watched their sons leave spoke of a feeling of numbness or panic. Cynthia Asquith, married to Herbert ‘Beb’ Asquith, son of the Prime Minister, wrote of being ‘curiously narcotized and unimaginative’; she could not believe her husband was going to France and that she was watching him leave. Teenager Florence Billington, girlfriend of Private Ted Felton, ‘went all sort of haywire, hysterical,’ she recalled. ‘I had to do something, to get rid of the feeling of depression, so I went to a friend’s house and we danced and danced, to try and get rid of the gloom.’

Florence had promised her boyfriend that they would get engaged when he came home. Before he embarked for the Western Front, Ted, a territorial in the King’s Liverpool Regiment, had confided in Florence that he had the feeling he would not return. Florence knew nothing about war and all she could say to Ted was to look on the bright side, that there would be better days in store and she would wait for him.

He was quite convinced he was going to be killed, that he knew in his heart he would not come back. I told him to shake off the depression by thinking of me, just think of the future, the future and us, and that as soon as the war was over we would make a life together, but he took some convincing. He wouldn’t have felt it nearly as much if he’d gone before he met me, but I think meeting me made him wish that he didn’t have to pay the sacrifice.

Ronald Poulton Palmer was just as sure about his fate, but remained calm. He said nothing about his feelings to anyone in his family, but he confided in a friend, William Temple. When they met in mid-March 1915, Ronald told him that he had already lost several good friends in France. 

Then he said, ‘It makes a future life pretty essential, doesn’t it?’ I asked if he had any sort of doubt about it. ‘No,’ he said, ‘because then life would be absurd.’ We were silent for a long time.

Then he said, ‘I don’t want to be killed yet; there is such a lot I wanted to do, or try anyhow.’ I asked if he felt that he would be killed. ‘Oh yes,’ he said, ‘sure of it.’ I said nothing and again there was a long silence. Then he suddenly said, ‘Of course it’s all right; but it’s not what one would have chosen.’

Six weeks later Ronald was dead, the first officer in the battalion to die.

The soldiers entrained for France, converging on the Channel ports, normally Folkestone. Typically battalions were seen off in towns and city centres by waving crowds and bands playing stirring tunes: in 1915 Norman Cliff recalled passing over Waterloo Bridge with the band playing ‘The British Grenadiers’ as tearful relatives ‘trotted alongside and occasionally a baby [was] held out for a father to kiss’. It did not matter too much at what stage of the war they left: there would be the usual shouts of ‘Good luck, boys’, ‘Keep your heads down’, ‘Come back safe’, as if the men had any choice in the matter; Cliff wondered just who did have return tickets.

‘It was night when we passed through London and children and women came on to the verandahs of the slum tenements and cheered us,’ recalled Private Reginald Kiernan, leaving England in March 1918:

Their cheers sounded shrill and faint over the noise of the train. Many were in nightclothes, and we could see them dimly, and their little rooms, by the light of their tiny gas jets.

In the yellow light in the carriages the men sprawled in all sorts of queer, curved positions. They lay against each other, asleep. Some were curled up on the floor, their heads on their new packs. They snored and slavered and broke wind. They were exhausted with singing and excitement. The racks were full of packs and brown, shining rifles, all oiled, straight from the armourer’s store.

In the morning Kiernan found himself in Dover where he and the rest of his draft were marched down to the docks to board a ship. As they did so a woman approached them dressed in widow’s black. ‘Finish it off this time, boys,’ was all she said.

Maybe it was better at this point not to have any emotional connection with civilians at all. Private Ernest Parker, drafted to France at the end of 1915, knew the men’s families were waiting to wave them off at one London terminus but the draft had instead made its way through the city’s tunnels and onwards to the coast, leaving the men ‘bitterly disappointed, yet relieved of the ordeal of parting’.

Six days after Roland Leighton had said goodbye to Marie, the family received an early morning telegram sent by their son from Folkestone. ‘Am crossing to-night’ was all he had written. Marie’s reaction was instantaneous.

I buried my face in the pillow and sobbed and sobbed and sobbed. For it is in the beginning that the great Fear comes and grips and chills. 

‘Oh, Little Yeogh Wough!’ I cried out in my heart. ‘I have guarded you so much always – so much! – and now I can’t guard you any more. Now already your glad young feet are marching over French ground, carrying you on – on – perhaps to your death.’

The soldiers had finally gone and it would be many months, perhaps more than a year, before they might be seen again. And so began, wrote Marie Leighton, a different life for those left behind, a life of what she called ‘heart hunger’.

We hungered to hear the boy’s laugh, to hear the peculiar call he gave when he wanted his younger brother to help him with his dressing, or his half-mischievous, half-playfully tender inquiry of his father as to whether he could have the first supply of the hot bath water. We wandered about like lost souls until his first letter came.



‘The war was in our house as it had never been before. I could think of nothing but my boy,’ Sir Harry Lauder said of his son. 

Every day some little incident comes up to remind me of my boy. A battered old hamper, in which I carry my different character make-ups, stands in my dressing room. It was John’s favourite seat. Every time I look at it I have a vision of a tiny wide-eyed boy perched on the lid, watching me make ready for the stage. A lump rises, unbidden, in my throat . . .



The way Sir Harry and his wife Ann compensated for the distress of separation, and their fears for the future, was to remember these vignettes from John’s childhood; these ‘and a hundred other little incidents, were as fresh in my memory as if they had only occurred yesterday. His mother and I recalled them over and over again.’ 

It was only twenty miles to France but it might as well have been a world away. Disembarking soldiers were not normally sent straight up to the front line unless there was an emergency. Most spent a week or two at one of the transit camps dotted along the French coast. It gave the men ample time to tell their families that they were not in danger, not yet anyway. From the moment of departure there would be no official information as to how a loved one was faring, or where he was, unless he was killed or wounded. 

Families were in the dark. An offensive might be under way but was he part of it? Newspapers reported successful engagements, advances capturing land and prisoners, but there was nothing about which regiment or division was involved. Families relied for information on their loved ones whose letters were in any case severely censored, although some soldiers devised codes or made certain literary allusions that would indicate where they were or what they might be about to do.

The first indication the Leightons received that Roland had reached the danger zone was one ‘vivid sentence’, recalled Marie. ‘It has given me a thrill to-night to see the German flares go up like a truncated dawn,’ he wrote.

No doubt there would have been certain characteristic turns of phrase in a soldier’s letters, a particular expression or term of private affection that meant it was possible to ‘hear’ a loved one’s voice as well as read his words. That closeness was rewarding, but as families were necessarily reliant on what their loved ones chose to tell them, there was a tendency to try to glean extra information by reading more into phrases or specific words than the writer had ever intended to suggest.

‘He [Roland] says in his last letter “that he has learnt much and gained much and grown up suddenly and got to know the ways of the world”,’ wrote Marie. 

This has made me curiously uneasy. I have a fear that it may cover up something – some experience that I should not have liked him to go through. And yet – while he can still sign himself Little Yeogh Wough, I know that he is not lost nor utterly spoiled. I know that in spite of the new life and its duties and horrors, there is even yet a good deal of the old life left in him. He is still the ‘old Roland’.

John Lauder’s letters were cheery. He told his parents as much as he could say without contravening the censor’s rules. He described how, in early 1915, the Germans were still in the ascendancy, that their guns even now held sway on the battlefield, but the British guns were catching up. There was never a word of complaint but nonetheless Sir Harry was restless. ‘I suppose it was because they [the letters] left out so much, because there was so great a part of my boy’s life that was hidden from me.’

It was not just what was written in letters home that was so important in easing fears but how frequently they arrived. If anything, it was easier not to receive a letter on a regular basis as a lengthy silence was not then misinterpreted as something ominous. 

‘They [letters] came as if by a schedule,’ wrote Sir Harry. 

We knew what post should bring one. And once or twice a letter was a post late and our hearts were in our throats with fear. And then came a day when there should have been a letter, and none came. The whole day passed. I tried to comfort John’s mother! I tried to believe myself that it was no more than a mischance of the post. But it was not that. We could do nought but wait. Ah, but the folks at home in Britain know all too well those sinister breaks in the chains of letters from the front! Such a break may mean nothing or anything.

Letters home were full of appeals for some chocolate, a little money, perhaps some home-made cake; pleas for such titbits were reassuring because they were mundane and casual. These requests were fulfilled by families who were delighted that they could at least do something to help, anything to alleviate their loved one’s discomfort in the trenches. Nevertheless, not every request was received with glad equanimity.

Traditionally, there has been a focus on how civilians could never appreciate the horror of combat, the misery of trench life, or the pain of injury. That was true, but equally the soldiers could not appreciate the plight of the civilian who, contrary to all natural instincts, could do no more to save their dear one from death or injury than they could fly to the moon. When Roland Leighton asked his mother to forward a small silver identification bracelet to France, did his request give him pause for thought? Why should it? As his mother wrote, ‘On the face of it there is nothing very tragic about a flat bit of silver with a man’s name and regiment engraved on it.’ It was what it meant that made the request so painful.

I knew what it stood for as I looked at it. It stood first and foremost for the fact that the boy who in himself was all earth and all heaven to me was in the army only one among many thousands – perhaps among many hundreds of thousands. It stood for a fearful confusion in which masses of men might get inextricably mixed up so that none could know who this fellow was; and it stood for a field on which there were many dead lying, and for grim figures walking about among those dead and depending for their identifications on some token worn by the still shapes whose lips would speak no more. All this passed through my mind while I packed up the little disc and chain.

John Lauder and Roland Leighton were remembered through their associations with people who were then, or who became, more famous than themselves: Sir Harry Lauder and Vera Brittain. Yet fame or reputation was of no relevance here. In their capacity as officers, John and Roland served in the front line as did any other soldier in the army, and their families’ private fears were as universal as they were heartfelt.
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A Life Less Ordinary

‘God alone knows

How I miss you dear one

As it dawns another year’



23531 Private David Hughes

6th Dorsetshire Regiment

Killed in action 24 August 1918, aged twenty-six

Buried Mill Road Cemetery

It was not healthy for a man to think too longingly about his home and family; there was no knowing where such thoughts might take him emotionally. Here and now, in a trench, was the reality that mattered, and here and now was where he would stay. 

Out in the open, cold, sloshing about in mud; even out of the line, billeted in freezing huts or sleeping in tents, there was not much to remind a man of a warm fireside, the smell of home cooking or the sound of children, unless, of course, it was to make him think of what he was missing. 

Private Frederick Voigt recalled the fractious nature of life when, in the middle of winter, twelve men shared a bell tent behind the lines. Muddy boots would trample over other men’s blankets, and latecomers would have to wedge themselves anywhere they could sleep, with knees drawn up for the rest of the night. ‘Any attempt at forcing them down would be sure to create a disturbance and lead to a furious dispute and an exchange of insults and obscenities.’ Anyone who moved would cause a commotion, and anyone who could not sleep was liable to stir, roll over and fidget; it was unforgettable misery for anyone who was there. Voigt listened to the grumblings.

Gorblimey – when’s this bastard life goin’ ter end! When I think o’ Sunday mornin’ at ’ome wi’ breakfast in bed an’ the News O’ the World wi’ a decent divorce or murder, I feel fit ter cry me eyes out. Bloody slavery, soldierin’! An’ what’s it all for? Nothin’ at all – absolutely nothin’! . . . Draggin’ us out ’ere inter this bloody misery – it makes me blood boil . . .

In quieter moments, when boredom set in, a volunteer might wonder and grimace (or ruefully smile) at his own self-inflicted predicament and then his thoughts might drift home and to memories of life as it once had been.

In a period of inactivity, Private Thomas Hope examined his comrades at close quarters. 

Webster and Taffy are talking in low tones, both very serious looking. Mac is lying across my feet; his eyes are closed, but by this time, like myself, he is very much awake. Two of the others are scribbling on a field postcard and exchanging confidences, while yet another, a new recruit, is reading a letter, evidently his last from home, and appears to be the most unconcerned of the lot.

Try as I like, however, my mind will dwell on the folks at home, and I wonder if I will ever see them again. Such morbid ideas are foolish, and I try to concentrate on other things, but home seems to be uppermost in my mind and I recall with tender thoughts the day my brother and I crawled into the dog kennel to smoke our first cigarette, mother’s surprise at seeing what she thought was the kennel on fire and the smoke escaping from every join in the woodwork, the pail of water which came splashing in on top of us as she attempted to extinguish the flames, then the sorry spectacle we made as dejectedly we crawled out, sick and wet, and ‘Fall in on top at the double’ brings me back to the present and makes home seem very far away.

The British Army was never keen to leave men to their own devices for long. There was always plenty to do in or out of the trenches, carrying up supplies, fixing, building, repairing, cleaning. It was under cover of darkness that most work was carried out. It made sense in every way: inactive soldiers were cold soldiers, and working at night kept the blood circulating and passed the time quickly. Even so, soldiers could not help but think of their loved ones, and of the gulf between their lives and their own. Lieutenant Geoffrey Fildes was serving in the Ypres Salient when he was ordered to take a fatigue party to pick up supplies at a Royal Engineer dump.

An hour later and he and his men were struggling through a glutinous communication trench. Very lights lit up the night sky; rifle shots, and the splutter of machine-gun fire continued without a moment’s rest.

At this moment, I wondered whether at night people at home were giving any real thought to what was passing in this dark and sinister wilderness. Away in London, hundreds were filling the theatres; the plays would be in full progress, perhaps the second act had just opened; and here were we, glued half-way up to our knees in a slough of graveyard fluid, listening to a running fire of rifle shots – and the same moon up there was looking down on us all alike.

It was the moon that endangered men’s lives; in particular a full moon with its gentle, luminous glow that could highlight to the enemy the movement of a working party, detection of which might invite a rain of shells or trench mortars. It was that moon ‘looking down on us all alike’, that officer and artist Captain Bruce Bairnsfather captured in one of his more famous paintings. A girl looks from her bedroom window at the night’s milky light and muses about her boyfriend or husband. ‘And to think that it’s the same dear old moon that’s looking down on him!’ Bert, on the other hand, placing barbed wire in no man’s land, is altogether less impressed. ‘This blinkin’ moon will be the death of us,’ he grunts.

Once Bert was safely back in the trench, he might well have had the same flights of fancy as his girl in England; other soldiers certainly did. Private Thomas Williams watched lapwings as they passed over his head in ‘scattered pairs, small parties and larger flocks’. He understood enough about birds to know that ‘in a few hours’ time those same lapwings might be wheeling over English fields. My thoughts went with them to the level fens of East Anglia and the North Country mosses that I knew so well . . . I dozed off to sleep. My dreams were of English fields, horses at work ploughing and the spring cries of the peewits.’

In the same vein, Lieutenant Henry Lawson enjoyed being on duty at dawn when nature awoke with the brightening day. ‘Those were hours of happiness as though the whole realm of nature was mine,’ he wrote. ‘Closing my eyes, I might entrance myself into the belief that I was still at home in Surrey fields on a golden May morning.’ 

Most men thought in terms far less cerebral than Private Williams or Lieutenant Lawson. Yes, there was a sense of longing, but it was as much a desire to get back to Blighty and escape the sordidness of their current life. ‘I’m getting properly fed up and sick of this damn job, but it’s no use grumbling, I’ll have to stick it,’ one sergeant, Robert Constantine, grumbled in a letter home. He was taking a risk with his complaints; as Private Voigt warned, a man had always to be careful what he said. 

The C.O.’s been down on people writing things in letters. Lewis wrote home that he’d starve on the rations we get if it weren’t for the parcels his people send him. The C.O. had him up. He told him to make complaints through the proper channels in future and gave him seven days [Field Punishment] Number 2. He has to collect and empty the latrine buckets every morning before breakfast . . . Of course, he’s a bloody fool to write in that strain – our rations aren’t so bad, considering. Thompson was up for the same sort of thing. He wrote he’d seen a thing or two out here and when he got back home he’d open people’s eyes a bit about the war and the army. All bluff, of course. He got five days for his trouble.

Platoon officers censored the letters of every man under their command, although they varied greatly in their determination to strike out anything that might be construed as helpful to the enemy. Many skimmed over letters, not wishing to read personal messages, although the men, knowing these letters would be read, felt inhibited about disclosing too much. In compensation, green envelopes were issued to other ranks on an irregular basis. These envelopes were sealed by the soldier and, except for a sample few, were not opened by the censor at the base. This allowed men to say what they wanted in confidence, on the proviso that they signed the envelope guaranteeing they had written nothing untoward. Letters from the front survive in great numbers, treasured by families. Letters from home to the Western Front are far less common. These were eagerly anticipated by soldiers who read and reread them but a man had enough kit to carry without every spare pocket, every corner of his haversack, being stuffed full of old correspondence, and many eventually disappeared into the latrine as toilet paper.

Once letters were read and pictures of children and wives shown off and appreciated, men talked to each other about their hopes and desires for the future. ‘She’s one in a thousand, my gal,’ said a man named McCarrick to Grenadier Guardsman Norman Cliff, a recent arrival in the trenches. ‘I’ve been a rough handful,’ he confided, ‘and she and the poor kids have had to suffer. But it won’t be again if I have a chance. If it was only for myself, I shouldn’t care two brass tacks whether I came through or went under, but for the sake of the wife and bairns I hope to get through. You ought to see the kids, man. Come and see us when this is over.’

It was not Connie Mortlock’s husband, Herbert, who was so much the worry as her young son, Hubert, who was proving a handful. In her letter dated August 1916, she hinted not only at the financial necessity of going to work but an emotional need, too. Coping with everything at home was not easy but she was keen to reassure her husband in France, and looking forward to resuming married life in the near future:

Dear Bertie

Thank you very much for the 3/6 which I received in your last letter. I am very glad to hear you are out of the trenches. You don’t say for how long though. I suppose it is the usual few days ‘rest’. Never mind, the war can’t last much longer I shouldn’t think. I am going to a job next week at Chiswick. I don’t know whether I should be kept. I will write and let you know how I get on. I feel as if I must go out to work. I simply don’t seem able to settle down at home. I expect I shall be different when you come home again and things are a bit settled.

Hubert is a perfect terror. He was not very well on Sunday so I took him to the doctor who told me to keep him very quiet and not let him rush about or get excited. I wish he had the job of keeping him quiet. He would have to tie him down I’m thinking. He [Hubert] is a lot better now. I am also a lot stronger, in fact I am as strong as a horse . . .

With lots of love from your loving wife and son Connie and Hubert xxx

One of the great frustrations of soldiering on the Western Front was that a man was unable to support his family as he would wish, or to rectify any domestic issues at home. Private Jack Rogers’ girlfriend Elsie Carter was working in a munitions factory in Shepherds Bush and had even moved in with Jack’s widowed mother. Elsie had written regularly but then the frequency dwindled and eventually no letters arrived at all. Jack’s sisters wrote to say they had seen Elsie out with other men, that she was staying out all night and that his mother had warned Elsie about her behaviour. Elsie had threatened to move out. Jack wrote to her in desperation.

I wrote saying I hoped she would stay at my mother’s and I’d try and get home and we’d get engaged to be married, but I never heard from her, she never answered the letter, so I never wrote again. It was a betrayal, it wasn’t fair, but of course a lot of this sort of thing went on behind the soldiers’ backs. I wasn’t the only one.

To the soldier’s mind, to be let down by a girlfriend was despicable in the circumstances and it was naturally hard to see any other point of view. To a young girl, never knowing when, if ever, she would see her boyfriend again must also have been difficult. Handling the pressure of constant worry would have been a problem, as would the feelings of separation and the sense of emotional drift that time and space might cause. Elsie Carter was barely out of her teens and working in munitions; she would have been surrounded by men whose skills in a crucial war industry might well have exempted them from service and whose income from inflated war wages meant there was money to burn. In such circumstances, staying loyal to a boyfriend with whom a relationship might have been only a recent development was perhaps too much for a soldier realistically to expect. 

Girlfriends were not the only ones under a cloud of suspicion. If letters and parcels from wives began to dry up, too, soldiers’ worst fears would go into overdrive. During the war, more than 16,000 married women had their Separation Allowances halted for inappropriate or immoral behaviour. It was often for excessive drinking, but it might also be for infidelity. Private Thomas Hope found himself in conversation with one soldier who was roundly cursing those at home: 

. . . politicians and civilians get the full blast of his vitriolic tongue; then to vindicate his outburst, he tells us he has just heard that his wife has given birth to twins and he hasn’t been home for fourteen months. We add our own views on the waywardness of women as we open the tins of Maconochie rations he generously provides.

Divorces would soar almost threefold during the war, albeit from a low base, while the incidence of bigamy also rose dramatically. In 1912, 2.75 per cent (34 out of 1,232) of cases held at the Central Criminal Court concerned this crime; by the penultimate year of the war this had risen to 13.35 per cent, and by 1918 it had jumped to almost 20.2 per cent, seven times the pre-war level. In April 1918, the Court dealt with almost as many cases of bigamy as it had done for the entire year of 1912, the incidence among women working in munitions and other war-related industries being noticeably high.

Domestic problems apart, home news and parcels were greatly appreciated by the soldiers. In late 1916, The Times reported that for every letter a soldier wrote he received four in return; the paper also noted that it took on average three days for letters to reach men in billets and four days in trenches. These reported facts only serve to highlight the enormous pressure under which the Army Postal Service operated. By mid-June 1915, this service was handling 7,000 sacks containing 500,000 letters and 60,000 parcels every day between Britain and her troops abroad. By August 1916, it was handling 1.55 million letters a day and 110,000 parcels to its troops all round the world, 1.1 million letters to the men on the Western Front alone. In addition, the post daily dealt with 37,000 free newspapers (June 1915) given by newspaper proprietors for troops in the field to keep them in touch with domestic issues. 

Manufacturers quickly realised that their products could be repositioned to a buying public anxious to help its boys abroad. Items were redesigned and/or repackaged so that soldiers could carry them in their haversacks, from a small portable Tommy cooker to cough medicine, from indelible pencils to an upside-down pipe that allowed the soldier to smoke in the trench without giving away his position. The ‘famous’ (self-proclaimed) Zam-Buk was sold for a shilling a pack. This was a two-inch-wide tin that was ‘compact first-aid for every kit-bag’. It contained an antiseptic agent of ‘remarkable power’, remarkable, so it said, for its soothing and healing powers. ‘Zam-Buk is the most opportune and thoughtful gift to make to your friends and relatives at home and abroad,’ promised the newspaper advert. When it came to food, Bovril was offered as concentrated nourishment for men ‘undergoing physical strain at the Front or in training’; Oxo built up stamina and provided ‘strength to resist fatigue’, while Marmite was obtainable at half the normal price to troops.

As well as families sending parcels to their own kith and kin, it was possible for complete strangers to send ‘comforts’, too. These were either made up by the sender and posted for distribution to a designated unit in the field, or, for a fee, one of the many organisations set up to help soldiers would pack a parcel containing such items as soap, Bovril, cigarettes, boiled sweets and matches. In September 1915, the War Office set up the Department General of Voluntary Organisations (DGVOs) to coordinate all the comforts flowing overseas, with depots opened to receive gifts from across Great Britain, creating a ‘comforts pool’ from which distribution could be made. It also launched its own appeals, such as its call in November 1917 for the women of Britain to knit one million items of all kinds for the men that Christmas.

The public response to supplying comforts to the men was generous and unrelenting, and slightly awkward, too, for the army, which felt that the regular appeals for socks and shirts, for example, implied that it was not doing enough for its own men. Yet any embarrassment was as nothing compared to the effect on morale when a parcel arrived from home, especially when it came from children. A primary school in St Albans posted a parcel to a soldier from its local unit, the Hertfordshire Regiment. Inside was a note that read:

Dear soldier, we are sorry that you are cold at night so we are sending you a blanket. We mean to send one every week because you are so brave and taking care of us and our dear country. We send you our love and pray to God to end the war soon and bring you safe home. Your loving little friends. Garden Fields School (girls). PS we are not going to buy sweets till the war is over but save our money for blankets and tobacco.

While it was good to know that civilians cared, soldiers would not be soldiers if some did not see a way of manipulating people’s generosity to their advantage. It was not unkind, and no one was hurt; it was just a way of working the angles to improve their lot, as Private Charles Heare recorded when he and the rest of the men from his battalion were out on rest in Poperinge, near Ypres.

We all had our photographs taken and exchanged them with one another as well as addresses of girls. All the boys then send letters and photographs telling these girls of lonely soldiers short of smokes. I had no end of letters and cigarettes. The letters said how sorry they were to hear I was short of cigarettes, but as I didn’t smoke I had my suspicions as my friend Black used to say ‘more fags for me’. One girl in Cheltenham wrote to me thanking me for my photo, sending me cigarettes and saying how sorry she felt that I had lost all my brothers. I caught Black this time and so his cigarettes ended.

In August 1918, Albert Le Pla, a corporal serving with the Suffolk Regiment, found the body of Private Albert Athill along with some photographs and a card with his home address. Armed with these, he decided to write to let Athill’s mother know the bare circumstances of her son’s death. ‘I daresay you will wonder who this surprising letter is from and more so being a perfect stranger, but it is with my deepest sympathy and sad regret . . .’ 

Despite being surrounded by comrades, it was entirely possible for a man to be lonely, a feeling exacerbated by the arrival of mail when everyone else received letters and he had none. Parcels from the DGVO ‘pool’ helped matters considerably and civilians were encouraged to write to soldiers overseas with the hope of making a connection with someone they could correspond with. Soldiers, especially those with no close family, were often happy to reciprocate when the opportunity presented itself, particularly if it resulted in free ‘smokes’. Of course it was not possible to write speculatively unless a name and address could somehow be obtained.

It was not abnormal for a soldier to write on behalf of another but what was different was Le Pla’s repeated appeals that she should write back. It gives the impression of a man keen to strike up a correspondence after two years’ service overseas. ‘I daresay you will thank me for the duty I have carried out . . . I would be awfully pleased to hear from you indeed and to know that you have received the articles that I send, and also anyone connected with your family [my italics]. My address is 325515 Cpl Le Pla 1/4th Suffolk Regt, D Company, 16 Platoon. BEF France . . . A letter from you at your earliest and most convenient time would be greatly accepted.’ It is likely that Mrs Athill replied and thanked Le Pla for his kindness; whether any friendship was struck up is not known. Corporal Le Pla survived the war.

Naturally, family correspondence was of primary interest and there was an upside to civilians’ ignorance of the war: they could not write about it. They might mention the latest reports in the newspapers; they would pass on news of how other lads in the village or street were faring. There would be the prayers offered for the continued safety of loved ones, but in essence the letters were often round-ups of family affairs, the tittle-tattle of daily life and all its seemingly petty inconsequentialities. The more a letter chirped on about nothing in particular, the more the soldier could nestle back into the fold of home for a few minutes at least.

‘You say the news from home must seem trivial compared with my experience out here,’ wrote Private Frederick Noakes. ‘Please don’t get that impression. Out here news of home is like food and drink to us, however trivial. Indeed, this life is like a dream and the old life is the only reality. We live on memories. Our constant thought is – what are they doing at home?’

Twenty-one-year-old Emily Miller was an excited letter writer and never baulked at passing on family trivia to her brother Peter. In early September 1916 she was bemoaning the foul weather that meant she could not wear her pretty summer dresses. ‘Can’t you send some sunshine over?’ she asked her brother. ‘Dadda’ was soon to move on to a new parish, she told him, and she, Emily, had recently attended a service given by her father at a nearby military camp, for ‘Anglicans and non-con combined’. Other than the men, there had been six New Zealand nursing sisters to keep her company. Yet all this was a preamble to the most important news, namely the family gossip.

Did Ma tell you the latest? The reconciliation between Angus [Emily’s younger brother] and the GJ? G is like a blessed baby, he hangs around Angus. He came down the other evening, but Angus was busily enjoying himself with Douglas [the Millers’ youngest boy], and by and by I walked in with David [Emily’s boyfriend, later killed in France]. G would not deign a glance, but I made him say Good-evening and forced an introduction with David. I saw him on Sunday morning, but was met with strong indifference. Well! Ma is allowing Angus to go with this depraved specimen of humanity for a week to a place on the Thames somewhere near Oxford – name is something like ‘feed-em’ or ‘tuck-in’, I can’t quite remember . . .

The letter ambled on happily for four pages, ending on the recent downing of a Zeppelin over Cuffley in Hertfordshire. 

Unfortunately I was too tired to get out of bed and look, but the rest of the household heard the explosion and actually saw its descent in flames, they say it was a wonderful sight. You should have heard the cheer that went up – people didn’t seem to care one bit, all yelled with one accord and sirens and hooters volunteered their feeble support . . . Dadda was speaking to an aviator yesterday and he said he had actually seen the Iron Cross and watch of the Commander of the Zeppelin . . .

After more references to the weather and that even the family dog, Gripp, was getting ‘fed up’ with it, Emily signed off: ‘Heaps of love, in which everyone joins, and none more so than your loving Sister.’

The downing of a Zeppelin had been a cause for national celebration, being the first brought down over British soil. Like Private Williams, who had watched lapwings flying west, soldiers could look up on occasion and see from their trenches the high path of a Zeppelin overhead, and know what was heading towards their friends and families: they were, of course, impotent to do anything about it. 

In this case the Royal Flying Corps had come to the rescue and the pilot responsible for the successful attack, Captain Leefe Robinson, was awarded the Victoria Cross. Zeppelins had brought fear to the streets of London as well as to many provincial cities, though out of all proportion to the damage wrought and the deaths caused. Emily promised to send Peter the report of the action in that day’s Chronicle.



As Emily’s letter began its journey to France, Peter Miller wrote a letter home to his mother. After arriving in France he had seemingly spent the best part of a month at a base camp before being sent to join the 2nd Sussex Regiment on the Somme. On 5th September he was billeted in an empty house badly knocked about by artillery fire and he and the other new men around him were gradually becoming accustomed to the noise of gunfire. His letter was brief; he did not know when he would write again but he said optimistically, ‘When you look for my name in the papers, look among the decorations.’ This reference to medals demonstrated that Peter probably already knew that his battalion was about to go into the front line trenches to take part in an attack. The objective would be the enemy trenches that ran close to High Wood. Square shaped and heavily defended, this piece of land, identified by its ghastly tree stumps, had been fought over for the previous six weeks and still lay partly in enemy hands. For good reason the wood had won a fearsome reputation.

Peter’s letter referred to being ‘at the line’ though not in the line, which would usually have meant the trenches. ‘At the line’ still meant in danger, for anyone within several miles of the trenches was at grave risk from long-range shells or the activities of enemy aircraft. These might drop a bomb or bombs, however speculatively, on men sleeping in ramshackle billets, such as Peter’s shell-damaged house, or further back in tented encampments where they could cause carnage.

Grave danger either in the line or at the line caused men great mental anguish and fear. If possible, it was advisable to clear one’s mind of any thoughts, negate any feelings or emotions, but this could not always be done. Private Frederick Voigt was resting in a tented encampment behind the lines. As darkness fell, the order for ‘Lights Out’ was given. Candles were extinguished and a hush descended. In the dark, any noise would seem to be amplified.

‘Soon we heard the familiar buzz,’ wrote Voigt. 

‘At first it only came from one propeller, but others arrived and the sound multiplied and increased in volume, and at the same time it rose and fell in irregular gusts and regular pulsations. Anti-aircraft firing burst out suddenly and for a few minutes there was a blending of whining, whistling, rushing sounds overhead punctuated by faint reports. The firing ceased, but the droning noises continued louder than ever.

I was unable to control my imagination. I saw my comrades and myself blown to pieces. I saw the clerk in the office of the C.C.S. [Casualty Clearing Station] write out the death-intimations on a buff slip and filling in a form. I saw a telegraph boy taking the telegram to my home. He sauntered through the garden gate and knocked at the front door. The door opened . . . but I could not face the rest, and with a tremendous mental impulse I turned my mind away to other things.

When men went over the top, the descent into living hell was even more rapid and in the ensuing chaos and rush of adrenalin, the mind was prone to playing peculiar tricks. Private Norman Cliff inexplicably recalled the soothing contents of a letter from home, as attacking Germans swarmed around him. ‘Ten thousand shall fall at thy right and ten thousand at thy left,’ the letter had quoted, ‘but it shall not come nigh thee.’ Even under the stress of combat, the sentiments annoyed Cliff, with their suggestion that he might find comfort in his own survival when all around him died. These examples of uncontrolled thought appear to imply that the mind was protecting itself from the prevailing horrors, taking refuge in the security of home, sometimes even of childhood. Private Robert Renwick was in an assault on Delville Wood when, as he dodged from shell-hole to tree stump, he suddenly saw himself back at school. ‘Our schoolmaster was coming down his garden path to the wicket to call us in and line us up.’ It was an image that was shockingly vivid and one he remembered all his life. Thomas Kehoe had a comparable experience. As a boy he had read stirring adventure stories such as Treasure Island; indeed, such stories of derring-do had drawn him into enlisting in the first place. Still a mere boy, he had lied about his age and been sent to France in 1917. In his memoirs he recalled going over the top and being wounded. Shot in the thigh, he was forced to drop to the ground as the Germans counterattacked and drove back the survivors of his battalion.

‘After a long time I heard steps and some Germans passed by a few yards off. They prowled about in plain sight.’ The fear pushed Kehoe to the point of passing out. Suddenly 

I was back home, sitting up in bed reading about Jim Hawkins, and hurrying over the pages for fear my mother would come stealing in and take the candle away. 

The room dropped away into the dark, and I was Jim Hawkins himself, sitting on the cross-trees of the good ship Hispaniola, with Israel Hands below me coming up the mizzen-shrouds holding a dirk in his teeth.

Near death, a soldier’s thoughts returned to his family. Second Lieutenant George Atkinson of the Royal Engineers recalls how, during an attack in late 1918, a man named Cox was badly wounded. ‘Just before the end he sobbed like a child: “My wife and kiddie, oh God! Sir, what’s going to happen to them? Poor kid, poor kid.” And then he died.’ Another officer, Hugo Morgan, recalled the death of one of the men under his command. He came across the man who five minutes before had been joking and laughing with his comrades but now lay dying, wounded badly in the head. ‘What are the words he is muttering? “Give my wife . . .,” says the dying man with a supreme effort and the movement of his white and bloodstained face ceases; he lies there lifeless.’

The sight of a strong, sentient being reduced in a moment to a lifeless corpse made men acutely conscious of their own mortality. ‘There but for the grace of God go I’: a phrase that passed through the minds of many soldiers, sobered by the knowledge that at any second their turn could come. 

‘As we look at his inanimate figure,’ wrote Morgan, 

we think of a little cottage in England, where his wife is giving supper to four happy children and telling them, with smiles on her face, that Father will be coming home on leave in a few weeks’ time. Little does she dream of the cold still figure, laid out on the fire-step and the group of comrades sighing as they turn away. The stretcher-bearers, grown accustomed to their task, reverently fold the arms across in front, lift the body on to the stretcher, and carry it away down the trenches. Thus he passes out of our midst and we carry on as before, but with a remembrance.

Consideration of the family was, by force of circumstances, but a transitory thought, a fleeting concern that seemed only to emphasise the chasm between the mundane nature of death on the Western Front and the enormity of its consequences at home. Lieutenant Geoffrey Fildes, serving with the 2nd Coldstream Guards, had gone to investigate the damage to the trench system after a particularly severe German bombardment when he came across a casualty.

In the open fire-bay beside the solitary traverse lay a huddled mass. He, at least, would never ‘grouse’ or jest again. On him, flies were already gorging themselves. I knew the poor fellow, and as I covered his awful remains with a ground-sheet, a vague recollection of some matter concerning him came to my mind. Then I remembered: it was an increase of his allotment to his wife.

Men were aware of being privy to an intimate and powerful knowledge. ‘I always went to look at bodies to see if I knew people,’ recalled Fred Hodges, a nineteen-year-old corporal in the Lancashire Fusiliers. ‘Twice I saw a dead officer and I picked up the corner of the ground sheet under which he lay and I thought, “Your parents don’t know you’re dead.” Aren’t these queer thoughts? I knew what his own people at home didn’t know.’ 

The dead, particularly those very recently killed, who lay slumped here and there in myriad poses presented a sickening sight, but men became hardened to it over time. Hodges’ curiosity about the dead was common. Soldiers were often astonished at corpses remaining upright in the pose of firing a rifle, or sitting apparently asleep, but still there a day later. Men pondered over the possible scenarios in death as if it were an everyday brainteaser.

Fascination could tip over into the macabre. There were those who seemed inured to the sights of death: men who appeared to revel in the environment they found themselves in. Lieutenant John Glubb met Corporal Percy Cheale, an old regular soldier, whom he described as having a combination of an utter disregard for danger and a ‘morbid love for the dead’. The 7th Field Company, Royal Engineers, with which Glubb served, had taken a great number of casualties, including many recent reinforcements; identification would be difficult in the circumstances but Cheale had volunteered to help. When he had finished going through the pockets, he went to speak to the second-in-command and said, ‘Excuse me, Sir, did you notice this young feller? Don’t he make a lovely corpse?’

Glubb had no doubt Cheale thoroughly enjoyed his work, clearing the dead from the roads and fields in front of High Wood on the Somme. His attentions were oddly fatherly. He would examine each one, as Glubb saw, ‘after which he would carry them away, wrapped in an affectionate embrace. He would always allude to them as property owners (owning six feet of soil), and talked cheerfully of the day when he would become one.’ Cheale was awarded the Military Medal and survived the war. 

The soldiers’ reaction to the sight of corpses depended on the body. That of an enemy soldier was, by and large, marked by indifference; the body of another British soldier drew a little more compassion. When death came to friends, and worse still close friends, the attitude was entirely different. The dead were part of an extended family, a temporary one but with a closeness and affection that in some ways paralleled that of home.

‘Friendships are made quickly here,’ acknowledged Private Thomas Hope, of the King’s Liverpool Regiment. 

We learn to prize a man, not for the sort of citizen he was, but for the kind of comrade he can be. Social status means nothing in a front-line trench – a thief can be as good as a deacon. Mutual attractions or opposites draw us together, hardships shared strengthen the little circle formed, the shadow of death welds it together in unbreakable bonds, while comradeship imparts the touch of colour which enhances its beauty. When death invades one of these circles its presence becomes a family affair; the smaller the circle, the more personal it is. And so it is with us. We have come to know and love each other as brothers, jealous of the virtues, tolerant towards the little weaknesses each one possesses, and now that our own circle has been broken, death means something more than just another ‘gone west’.

In Hope’s case he lost a great friend, Mac, although his attitude to another man, a corporal hit at the same moment as Mac, is also interesting. Hope’s only emotion was for his friend; he could spare nothing for the corporal.

Hope had been part of a small carrying party going to a point well behind the lines to pick up materials to mend a signallers’ dugout that had taken a direct hit. On their way back they heard the noise of a shell making its ‘whobbling, whistling’ way before, in the instant before impact, the whistle turned to a terrifying shriek as the shell landed almost on top of them.

‘Corp’s hit!’ I yell back, as I make towards the prostrate figure.

‘Where’ve you got it, Corp?’

I am still a yard off the corporal’s body, when Webster’s voice calling Mac makes me turn round. Immediately the corporal is forgotten and I am kneeling with Webster alongside Mac:

‘Mac, Mac, wake up old man, it’s me, Jock.’

His eyes open a little. There is a gurgling sound in his throat:

‘I’m bleeding freely, I’m bleeding freely.’

Strange words, they come tortuously, but distinctly, followed by a string of curses, stranger still from Mac, which gradually turns into a choking gurgle, then silence, and I feel his body go tense, then limp, in my arms . . .

‘If we can only get him to a dressing station they’ll patch him up,’ I suggest. ‘He’s bleeding like an ox. Come on, let’s carry him. There’s a station at brigade headquarters.’

‘What about the corp, did you look at him?’ Webster enquires.

‘No, damn it, I’d forgotten all about him; just a minute.’

The corporal is lying twenty yards away, the upper half of his head missing, and I notice it alongside his helmet five yards further on. We can do nothing for him, so I go through his pockets and relieve him of his field dressing.

To Webster’s enquiring glance I give a shrug:

‘Mutton, half his head gone. His brains are scattered all over the place. Never thought he had so many.’

Unconsciously I have slipped back to the callous talk of the trenches.

‘I’ve got his pay book and his stock of fags. There’s some dough as well,’ I add as I slip the lot into my own pockets to go halves with Webster later.

‘Oh and here’s his dressing. Let’s fix it on Mac before we move him. Poor old Mac, it’s a hell of a war, Webby,’ I blubber as we adjust the last bandage and prepare to move him . . .

Hope and Webster were faced with crossing a mile and a half of ground before they could get Mac to where he might receive some medical attention.

He breathes his last before we have covered half the distance, but still we carry on, telling ourselves we are mistaken, that he still lives and will be all right once the doctor fixes him up. I pray every yard of the way that my pal will live. Dear Mac, how could I face this life without your staunch comradeship and cheery smile? You must live – you can’t leave me.

Mac was dead and when Hope and Webster recovered from the initial shock, they would write to his family and let them know what had happened. It would prove a far harder task than either of them expected.

The death of comrades inexorably ground down the resilience of the strongest of men, as did their repeated survival in action when all around had become casualties. In letters home it was not always possible to disguise depression and a resignation to fate that must have sowed great fear into families’ hearts. Private Harry James had been serving in France since the first week of September 1915 and had been wounded badly enough to have been sent back to hospital in England. Mended and back out in France, he had been made a Company Bomber, something he freely admitted to his sister meant being a part of the ‘Suicide Club’, as the men called it. The ‘Club’ had recently been in action and had been fortunate to survive. ‘Our lives,’ he confided, ‘are all in God’s hands so whatever we undertake out here it is His will if we are to come out safely or not . . .’

The tone of his letter may have alarmed his sister more than what he said, almost as if he were preparing his family for the worst.

Well I have managed to come out of some very hot corners and have had any amount of narrow shaves but lately I have got to be prepared for anything to happen as when you manage to come out of all these scrapes you begin to wonder when you will go as everybody around you falls. Still dear Ciss if I am to fall as others have I shall be ready and shall then have the consolation of meeting dear Dad in Heaven. Don’t get downhearted at me talking like this, Ciss, as I have dodged the bullets and shells up to now and it is nearly four months since I came out for the second time. I am going to keep on, only it wants some doing at times . . .

Well I must close now as I am going to turn in and try and have a few hours’ sleep in my dugout. The worst of it is there is a big shelling going on and the blessed things coming over our heads it makes you duck and cannot get any sleep with the awful din . . .

Don’t forget to pray for me dear Ciss. I am longing to come home once again and I should be content if I could only see mum and all of you just once more.

Your loving brother Harry

Harry James, 13th Middlesex Regiment, was killed two months later and his body lost. He is commemorated on the Thiepval Memorial to the Missing. Another who would join him there was Lieutenant Evelyn Southwell, serving with the Rifle Brigade. Like Harry James, he had served on the Somme and while his letters remained reasonably cheerful, there were telltale signs of mental exhaustion; prior to his death in September 1916, the battalion had been in almost constant action. Back in July he had also lost his closest friend, Malcolm White, and in a letter to his mother he could hardly contain his sadness, though he was careful to reassure her of his own situation.

White is dead . . . I have faced the casualty list daily without a tremor for two years now, and now, when I am hard hit myself, I cry out! Mum, he was such a dear; he was so keen on everything, and the most true ‘artist’, in the full sense, that I have ever known.

This month has opened my eyes to the lot of those who sit and wait, as I have been doing since the push started. For goodness sake, don’t let his one case make you think you have any more reason than before to be anxious about my miserable safety – what difference can one example, however near home, make to the probabilities of good or evil fortune in one more among millions? But I can sympathise with you, who are good enough to be anxious about me, better now. Yet do please realize that one friend’s death does not increase my risk or chances, any more than it diminishes it; you must not let it make you worry about it. But I cannot be very happy . . . War is a terrible thing, especially lately, as all of us know.

A death in the battalion, even if the individual was not a close friend, left those who survived with a mixture of sadness and a chill, ‘a sort of presentiment,’ according to Stephen Graham, ‘that you yourself would perish before the end and lie thus in trench or battlefield, cold and inanimate, soaked with rain, uncared for, lost to home and dear ones’. 

As the war dragged on, the bonds of shared community and experience that had once so tightly held together the volunteers of Kitchener’s Army began to fail. And as the proportion of conscripts grew higher, so the feelings of fraternity appeared to decline. Battalions were no longer formed of friends but of drafts of men sent to whichever unit happened to be under strength. The greatest fear among the men was not the fear of death itself but of dying alone and in agony. The thought could easily corrode the morale of anyone and one of those brought closest to despair in 1918 was Private Reginald Kiernan. 

There are no heroes here. No one cares. A man is forgotten the next moment. We don’t even know each other’s names, or our officers’ names, and our officers don’t know us even by sight. We don’t know what we are going to do, or what we are making for when we attack. We don’t know where Jerry is, whether he’s three hundred yards or a thousand yards away. We don’t know anything at all, and we just go forward – every man for himself. Everything is unknown and unthanked, unpraised, and there is no pity anywhere – not even a ‘Poor sod,’ as we pass the men who’ve been killed.

I can’t die like that – that is what I fear, I think, more than death itself. But it’s Fear, Fear, Fear, all the time when we are not doing anything, and who can describe Fear? He is with you, by your side, round you, over you, in your mind and your body, even when you sleep.

Even a tough regular soldier like Corporal John Lucy found the strains almost too much to bear. He had lost his brother during the fighting of 1914 and a continual drip, drip of mates had been killed or wounded ever since. There was not much of the battalion left with which he had gone overseas. Two more deaths brought him to the point of collapse.

In December [1915] there was a sudden flare-up on our quiet sector. We had asked for it, because every day, from our billets, we had the habit of sending large parties forward with picks and shovels to improve the communication trenches to the front line. The men marched up and back in daylight over open flat country, and worked under sapper officers more in the manner of civilians in peacetime than of troops under enemy observation. One morning the Germans let them have salvo after salvo. The medical officer, called from the mess, left his breakfast and rushed away to tend to the wounded. He was killed. Sergeant Ryan, his orderly, then took his place, tended the wounded, and brought back his officer’s body to billets. The working party was then withdrawn for some hours. Ryan laid out his officer on a stretcher in his little dressing-station, and asked me to come and look at him.

Ryan was very much put out, and mourned as if he had lost a dear relation. He cleaned the dead officer’s face, combed his hair, and arranged his tie, and then he asked me to kneel with him and say a prayer for the dead. I did so, though my prayers for the dead had lately taken the brief form of a muttered ‘Pax vobiscum’ or ‘Lord have mercy’ to any corpse.

‘We came away, I comforting Ryan, but he was distressed and fitful in his actions, his face fallen too sadly, and he kept repeating ‘O God help us. O God help us. To see him there on his own stretcher. Oh what a shame! I’ll have to go back to him,’ and back he went, like a dog who will not leave a grave.

Outside, a relief working party was falling in, in bitter weather, and it marched off to repair the blown-in communication trench. Hardly had this party arrived when the Germans shelled again, and up went Ryan to see to the wounded. Ryan was killed by shrapnel almost at once, and his body was brought back and placed on another stretcher beside his medical officer. Each had been killed in the act of binding men’s wounds. Ryan’s patient had been killed with him.

I went in slowly again to visit the dead Ryan and his officer. I prayed for them both. These devoted men had died directly to save their fellows. There was something Christ-like about them – the young English public-school Protestant and the Dublin Catholic. The red compassionate lips of Ryan were white-grey. His discoloured teeth showed between them. I patted his cheek in farewell. Then I stood up, and I could not move away. The world turned over. My manhood seeped from me. Ryan’s death had hammered the congealed nail of grief deeper into my heart, and a long suppressed tide of sorrow rose and flowed about me. I heard strange sobs coming from my lips, and felt my spirit fainting.

In the little dressing-station I missed all my dead friends again.

Utterly shaken, Lucy went back to work. The adjutant noticed his anxiety and sat close to him, giving orders in a manner that was particularly kind, and which Lucy greatly appreciated.

He put his left hand on my right, which I now noticed was trembling, and said, ‘Look here, you are beginning to look rocky. Hadn’t you better go sick? You have been looking seedy for weeks you know. What’s up?’ I said, ‘I don’t know. I have lost Ryan.’ He asked: ‘You feel that?’ and I answered, ‘Yes, very much.’ I said I did not want to go sick. He then urged me to go home for a spot of leave, and to forget the war for a bit. I gladly accepted.
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