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About the Book

1916. The Somme. With over a million casualties, it is a battle that even now remains seared into the national consciousness. Its first day, July 1st 1916, is the bloodiest day in the history of the British armed forces to date. On the German side, an officer famously described it as ‘the muddy grave of the German field army’.

Drawing on a wealth of material from the vast Imperial War Museum Sound Archive, Forgotten Voices of the Somme presents an intimate, poignant, sometimes even bleakly funny insight into life on the front line and in the trenches. Featuring contributions from soldiers on both sides and of differing backgrounds, ranks and roles, many of them previously unpublished, this is a startling new oral history of the unique and terrible conflict.
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FORGOTTEN VOICES OF THE SOMME
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To the Men who fought on the Somme between July and November 1916.

I, that on my familiar hill

Saw with uncomprehending eyes

A hundred of Thy sunsets spill

Their fresh and sanguine sacrifice,

Ere the sun swings his noonday sword

Must say goodbye to all of this:–

By all delights that I shall miss,

Help me to die, O Lord.

Lieutenant William Noel Hodgson, MC

9th Battalion, Devonshire Regiment

(January 3, 1893 – July 1, 1916)


Author’s Preface

The influence of the Battle of the Somme on the psychology of subsequent generations has been so great that it now invites trite modern comparisons. It has become a lazy way of alluding to fear, danger or horror. I once sat listening to an actor as he described the courage necessary when stepping out on stage in front of a packed audience. ‘It must be rather like,’ he said, ‘going over the top at the Somme.’ Or perhaps not. Perhaps going over the top was nothing at all like appearing in weekly rep, but was, rather, an experience that can only be described by the men who did it: the men whose voices appear in this book.

This is a book about individuals, and individual experiences. These men are not historians. They are not generally interested in conclusions, nor do they seek out the ‘bigger picture’. Occasionally, they question the ethics of an action, sometimes they challenge the judgement of those higher up the chain of command, but, for the most part, they tell us about what they – and they alone – did at a time when the rules of civilisation were suspended. The Battle of the Somme threw hundreds of thousands of men into a world beyond morality and this book is a record of their reactions. These reactions can – and should – be used in evidence when framing conclusions. Nevertheless, these men are entitled to stand alone as witnesses to an event that is difficult for us to imagine truly.

This book is dedicated to the men who fought on the Somme, those who lived and those who died. They were asked to make sacrifices that we can barely comprehend in our modern, rights-driven society. It is the least that we can do to read their stories, and try to understand why, and how, they did what they did.

Joshua Levine, June 2008


Introduction by Professor Richard Holmes

There is an ineluctable poignancy to the battlefield of the Somme, although time has healed most of the damage that man inflicted on this rolling downland. Those little villages that meant so much in 1916 have reverted to somnolent type; broadleaved trees have replaced their shattered predecessors in big woods like Mametz and Delville, and the Albert-Bapaume road still slashes busily across the battlefield. The Somme meanders its gentle way just south of the British sector, and its tributary, the little Ancre, curls in behind the old front line just west of the Thiepval ridge, crowned by the memorial listing over 70,000 men missing on the Somme between the arrival of the British Third Army in the sector in July 1915 and March 20, 1918, the eve of the great German offensive.

The visitor to the Somme needs real determination not to have his interest wholly fixed by the cemeteries and memorials scattered across these haunted acres, for they help chart the impact of the most costly battle in British history. Its first day was the army’s bloodiest, and the total of 415,000 British casualties – to which must be added the 200,000 French and upwards of 600,000 German – make it one of the deadliest battles in world history. However, the memorials post-date the battle, and it is all too easy to let them detract from the militarily crucial details of the landscape (a gentle declivity here, a concave slope there) which meant so much to men who lived and died upon it. What matters is less the view from Thiepval memorial than the view of Thiepval ridge from the uplands across the Ancre, whence British artillery observers did their best to batter German trenches before the first attack on July 1, 1916. To understand the microterrain of the Somme we must, in our mind’s eye, strip the landscape of precisely those symbols which give it such an enduring appeal.

In very much the same way it is easy to study the Somme through the thick prism of hindsight, and to superimpose our own view on its events, just as we have planted our own memorials on the landscape upon which it was fought. The great strength of this remarkable book is that it tells the story of the Somme in the words not of professional historians, but of the men who fought the battle. These men came from a world in which ‘you could get nicely drunk on a shilling’, farm work went on from ‘four o’clock in the morning to seven o’clock at night’, many families got through the week by pawning belongings on Monday mornings, and village policemen spanked naughty boys. Many young men were ‘full of patriotism and the Boy’s Own Paper’, and came from a background where they had had ‘a certain amount of discipline’ so that army life was less of a shock. Several of the ‘Pals’ battalions, formed in response to Lord Kitchener’s appeal for volunteers in August 1914, were filled with ‘a splendid lot of men . . . university students, doctors, dentists, opticians, solicitors, accountants, bank officials, works directors, schoolmasters, shop owners, town hall staff, post office staff – you name it’.

Neither patriotism nor the strong bonds forged within units made men immune to the shocks of war. One was struck by seeing a convoy of wounded leaving Rouen as he arrived, and another saw ‘a mangled body blown to bits on a sack’ on his first trip to the front, and a third remembered the jam-like consistency of the French corpses that made up the rear wall of his trench. Some remembered the weight they carried in battle – ‘I could have been a mule . . . not a human being’ – and others the sheer impatience – ‘browned off with the waiting’ – of wanting to get on with the attack. One officer suggested that most people had a breaking point, although there were a few actually who ‘liked it’. An experienced private went to the heart of the matter when he affirmed that: ‘Bravery is shown when a man is fearful but continues to carry out his obligations . . . Fear becomes cowardice when one withdraws oneself from one’s moral obligations.’ However, even the well-motivated might relish a wound serious enough to get him home, ‘a Blighty one’, in the jargon of the day.

Too many accounts of the battle focus largely on its first day, but the accounts here take us across the knife-edge of that terrible summer, from the mid-July attack on Bazentin Ridge, through the first tank attack on September 15, to the final autumn battles as the weather closed in. One officer remembered that the attack on Beaucourt on November 13, at the very end of the battle, took place in ‘frightful’ conditions. ‘There was so much water, everywhere,’ he wrote. ‘I remember a broken-down railway station, shelled for months, and it was one of the most unpleasant times in my experience. The terrain was simply a mass of shell-holes.’ He took about seventy men into the line, and brought out thirty-six a week later.

Men remembered the battle in many ways. One officer thought that ‘people just don’t want to know’ about the real war, and another gruffly opined that war poets ‘wrote nonsense. Writing poetry about horrors. No point. It goes without saying’. ‘I didn’t deserve to get through it all,’ admitted a private touched by the guilt that afflicted many survivors. ‘I look upon the war as an experience,’ reflected another. ‘I got just as much pleasure out of it, as I did the bad times. When I came back, I was no different from when I went.’ In contrast, a comrade admitted that the war had never really left him. ‘I can only remember faces and first names. I can remember them one after another . . . It’s a thought that’s in my mind all the time. Has been for years.’

This is not a book which seeks to rule off a historical balance-sheet that will always haunt us, but to let those who fought more than ninety years ago tell us about a piece of France that is for ever British.
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Many events in British history have come down to us with received wisdom firmly attached. The signing of the Magna Carta embodies the birth of liberty, the Battle of Agincourt represents the flowering of patriotism, and the Battle of the Somme evokes futility, flawed leadership, and the snuffing-out of public innocence. Yet received wisdom can owe a great deal to the tastes and prejudices of those who come after. Where the opportunity exists to view events through the eyes of those who experienced them – as it does here – the opportunity should be taken. The men who fought the Battle of the Somme may have their own prejudices, and their observations limited perhaps to a single corner of a foreign field, but they are first-hand witnesses to the facts. They return us to a point before legend and received wisdom took hold. We are fortunate that their voices can still be heard above all the ensuing noise.

The battle in which these men fought arose out of a desire to break the existing deadlock. Since the winter of 1914, a continuous line of trenches had stretched from the Belgian coast to the Swiss border, creating a war of attrition amid the wire, mud and trenches. The Gallipoli campaign of 1915 had been an attempt to outflank the Western Front, but it had failed. At the Chantilly conference of December 6, 1915, Allied strategy for the coming year was agreed upon: large-scale offensives would be carried out on every front.

This plan pleased the British Imperial General Staff, eager to mount a push to break through on the Western Front. The Imperial General Staff feared that a defensive strategy would ultimately weaken the Allies, allowing the Germans – who were already in possession of economically valuable swathes of France and Belgium – to make peace on their own terms. Such a strategy would also increase the vulnerability of the Allied-held Channel ports, exposing Britain to the threat of invasion. A decisive attack was considered necessary.

The next question was where the attack should take place. On December 19, Sir Douglas Haig took over from Sir John French as Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force. Haig believed that the British should attack in the Belgian Ypres salient. Britain had, after all, entered the war to protect Belgium, the majority of her troops were in the northern part of the line, and clear strategic goals existed in the region. Britain was France’s junior partner, however, and Joseph Joffre – the French Commander-in-Chief – was adamant that a combined attack should be mounted in Picardy, to the south. Haig had little say in the matter, and a plan was formulated: a joint British and French offensive against German positions on both sides of the River Somme.

The area had already seen fighting in August 1914, during the initial advance of the German army, and again in September, as the Germans fell back in the face of resistance. The subsequently formed line of trenches passed through the region, where it was defended by troops from Brittany. In August 1915, they were replaced along a fourteen-mile sector by British troops.

And so, in early 1916, preparations began for an Allied push along the Somme front. These preparations did not, however, take into account the possibility that the Germans might be making plans of their own.


I couldn’t get into the army quick enough.

THE BRITISH EXPEDITIONARY Force that sailed for France at the outbreak of the Great War was made up of four infantry divisions, a cavalry division and an independent brigade. This was a meagre force with which to confront the German army of a hundred infantry divisions. The British Army had long been little more than a means of policing the Empire and deterring potential aggressors. Britain’s world supremacy depended not on its army, but on its navy, which continued to rule the waves. A European war presented quite different challenges, and although men of the Territorial Army and soldiers from the dominions and colonies were available to fight, a call to arms was urgently needed.

The problem was addressed promptly by Lord Kitchener, the Secretary of State for War, who set about creating a ‘new army’. Adhering to the idea that men would be more willing to enlist if they knew those with whom they would be serving, he mounted a nationwide drive to encourage cities, towns, villages, factories and groups with shared interests to raise their own battalions, which would then be attached to existing regiments. They would consist of men between the ages of eighteen and thirty-nine, who would join up for three years, or the duration of the war, whichever proved the longer. Posters of Kitchener with his steady gaze and pointed finger went up across the country, and patriotic fervour ensured that half a million men had enlisted by the end of 1914. These were men with no experience of soldiering, who were joining the army in a spirit of adventure.

Regular soldiers, Territorials, dominion soldiers and men of the ‘Pals battalions’ were to fight in close proximity on the Somme. As members of the British Army they shared an enemy, but as individuals they might have little else in common.

Corporal Don Murray

8th Battalion, King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry

I remember my first day at school. It was a terrifying experience. My sister took me, and we had to walk through the door into this big building – but I dug my heels in and refused to go in. So my sister went into the school alone, and she came out with the headmistress, Miss Phillips, who took me by the scruff of the neck and the seat of my pants. I was jet-propelled into the school. The lady who took me into her class was Miss Kane. I thought she was very, very beautiful. She smelt very strongly of carbolic soap – it’s always stuck in my memory.

I can remember the end of the Boer War. We were all allowed to go out into the playground, line the railings round the school, and we all waved little Union Jacks as the soldiers were marching back from the war, to the barracks at the top of the road. I remember one soldier in particular, who had a bandage round his head. We cheered him madly. I expect he had a boil or something; still, we thought he was a hero.

And I remember, we used to go round by the girls’ school, and watch them come out and make fun of them. But the girls had a way of joining together, and instead of going home separately, they used to go home in groups, singing a song that’s quite popular now, ‘Strawberry Fair’, and they used to do a little dance with it, and each lot branched off as they got to their home.

After that, I went to Usher Street School, where I did very well. I did what became known as the ‘Eleven Plus’ and failed it purposefully, because I didn’t want to leave the school. I was wrong – but that’s what I did. Whilst I was there, I joined the church choir. My father and brother were also in the choir, and we used to go two nights a week and three times on a Sunday. And at the end of the morning service, all the choir men would march out, straight across to the pub, and they’d all go in together. It seemed so wrong. But that’s what they did. And there was a big, roaring fire in one of the rooms of the pub, and the wall on the street outside was hot. I used to stand there, and warm my hands in the winter. It always seemed to be winter – I don’t know why.

There was no television, or radio, in those days, and we used to make our own fun. We all used to get round the piano and sing; but there was a queer custom that Sunday was a day when you couldn’t enjoy yourself in any way whatsoever. You couldn’t sing, unless it was a hymn. If you were whistling, you were reprimanded: ‘Do you know what day it is?’ There were no toys on a Sunday; it was a miserable blooming day.

My dad was very funny. He was always in trouble. No matter what he did, it went wrong. If he went into a public lavatory, he’d lock himself in and somebody would have to let him out. He was too fond of his booze; that was his biggest fault. In those days you could get nicely drunk on a shilling. He was a very good singer. He used to sing in the pubs on a Saturday night, and mum would go down there to listen. That was the night when they used to come home and quarrel. I used to lay in my bed, shivering, dreading them coming home. One weekend, he went to a cricket match with the choir men. He wasn’t to play, but they were a man short, so they decided that he should keep wicket. He had no flannels, and he was wearing his bowler hat. As the ball went past, he stuck the hat out, and the ball went right through it. He came home that night, and he’d bought some sausages, as a gift offering to keep mum sweet. He was as drunk as ever he could be, and he stood in the doorway with these sausages hanging out of his coat pocket, and a little lid sticking up on top of his hat, and he was saying, ‘What have I done wrong now, my dear?’

There was a scheme in those days called the half-time system, so you could work in the morning, go to school in the afternoon, and the following week it would be reversed. It didn’t matter which you did, you couldn’t win – if you worked in the morning, you fell asleep at your school desk in the afternoon, and got a clout from the teacher; if you went to school in the morning, you got a clout in the afternoon from the overlooker. And in those days, every class had at least three or four children who were either knock-kneed, bow-legged, or hump-backed. There was something physically wrong with them.

When I was fourteen, I left school. I went to work in the office, at the dye works. I was nearly bored stiff with the job. I wanted to be apprenticed to something that would give me a trade. I eventually went to a seven years’ apprenticeship, at a firm of printers called Woodits. I was there when the war started. Everywhere you went, there were huge posters – ‘Your King and Country want you!’ There were patriotic slogans, pictures showing German soldiers marching through Belgium with babies on the end of their bayonets. We were young, impressionable, and we hadn’t had a war since the Boer War, when we were children, and every apprentice went straight to the recruiting office and joined up. We thought we’d have to be sworn in, individually, but they just lined us up, told us to lift our shirts, drop our trousers, and that was it. Then we all swore obedience to the King, with our hands up. They gave us a shilling, one-and-six ration money, and we were soldiers.

Corporal Jim Crow

110th Brigade, Royal Field Artillery

I was born in Hardwicke, Manchester, on November 5, 1893. My father moved to Manchester from Lincolnshire, because the money was better. He’d started as a drayman on the railway, and then worked as a greengrocer in Salford. On his first day in the shop he only took seven and sixpence, but by the time Mother died in 1906, he was taking more money than that in a minute. By then, there were five people working in the shop: my father, my elder brother, two ladies, and the man who used to deliver stuff with his horse and lorry.

I was delicate when I was born. I had scarlet fever, and the doctor said that if they could send me into the country, it would be an advantage to me, so I moved down to live with my grandparents in Lincolnshire, where my grandfather had a smallholding. They were very good workers, and they taught me how to do things as they should be done. When I do things, they should be exact – or else I have to do them over again.

I was at a very small school with thirteen of us in one class. We were all ages, from the children starting school, to the thirteen-year-olds who were leaving. I only remember having one lesson in grammar, and none in algebra. When my mother died, my father got married again. That was disastrous. The second wife drank like a fish, and he came up to Lincolnshire, bringing her with him. We were in the sitting room, having lunch, and my grandfather said to my father, ‘Jack! I don’t think much of your choice!’ They had one child, but my father ran out and left her in the end.

When I left school, I started work for a blacksmith in the village. I would milk four cows at six in the morning, then go in the shop, and then at night time we’d go back in the shop, and, many a time, my grandmother would fetch me home at nine o’clock. The waggoners from the local farms would congregate in the shop, and we used to lay the implements for them. It was a nice warm place for them to meet. When I had flu I was off for a week, and when I went back to the shop I’d barely taken my jacket and waistcoat off, when they had me swinging a ten-pound hammer. My grandfather came in, saw this, played merry hell and he sent me home. That was the end of my blacksmithing. I was very sorry. He was a wonderful blacksmith. He taught me a lot in the eleven months I was with him.

After that I worked on various farms in the village, and in 1910, a cousin of mine, who’d been helping my grandmother in the house, got married – and my grandfather told me to clear out too. I took him at his word and went to the May Fair, and I took a situation at Waterloo Farm with a man called William Busby. I was there for a year, and then I went to a farm in the village at home. My duties were ploughing, looking after the horses, and anything else that was required.

At Christmas 1911, I went with a lad from the next farm to join the armed services, the Lincolns. We never thought anything of war: we were just a bit browned off with farm work, working four o’clock in the morning to seven o’clock at night. It was a bit deadly. We made an agreement that if one of us didn’t pass, the other wouldn’t stay. We spent the night in Lincoln Barracks, and he didn’t pass, so we both came home. I carried on as a labourer and I moved to a farm where my boss was deaf, with a short tongue, and his brother was deaf and dumb, and there was only the three of us on the farm. I don’t know how I stuck it. Between Sunday night and Saturday night, I never spoke to a soul.

When war was declared, I was a bit uneasy. I wanted to go but it was harvest time, and I was up to my neck in it. I suppose we were doing more benefit to the country by staying on the farm. Later in the year, the Germans came over in a ship and they shelled Scarborough. We were so incensed that five of us met in a public house, and arranged to go down to Lincoln and join up. The brother of one of the lads working on the farm with me was in the Coldstream Guards, and he’d been wounded. He went with us to Lincoln, and he said, ‘Whatever you do, don’t go in the infantry! Go in the artillery! You’ll be on horses, and not on foot!’

Private William Chapman

3rd Stationary Hospital, Royal Army Medical Corps

I was born in a mining village called Easington Lane in the county of Durham. We had a one-bedroomed cottage with only one other room. That was the beginning of it. My parents met in a very singular way. When Mother was about fourteen, my father was seventeen, and at that time he was driving his father’s pony trap. And the pony took fright at some paper that was on the road, and it ran over my mother’s leg and broke it. That was their introduction. A few years after that they married and set up home.

And they had to take a very small cottage in order to get started. And the first three children were girls, two of whom had to be adopted so that the rest of the family could get in the cottage. One was adopted by Grandmother, and another by a doctor who lived nearby. They simply went out of the home, and visited when they could, of course.

My father became manager of a grocery business. But he died within a year and there was I at seventeen, head of the family. Mother had a small stationery shop but she knew nothing about business. She would sell exercise books and slate prints and that sort of thing, without replenishing, and things went down and we made very little out of that.

So I began to look out for another job and got one not three miles away. And while there, the war started. I had made my mind up to be a Methodist minister and it was confirmed one Sunday evening – I’d been to church, I’d been there all day long. And the minister was a real beautiful man, not very scholarly, but very mystic and a very charming personality. He came from the minister’s vestry with his wife who had led the service, and he put his hand on my head and said to his wife, ‘You know, William’s going to be a minister one day.’ That’s just what I’d been thinking myself but he confirmed it. That was really my ordination.

I went to theological college when I was twenty-one. I remember news came through that Parliament had said that theological students were not going to be called up. And we were very delighted. But then one day, three of us – we called ourselves a clan – went into Manchester for what we called a ‘fuddle’. We went into Lyons café for a good tea, and started back to college on the tram. And about half a dozen new recruits in their khaki got on. They were obviously just in the army, you could tell by their uniform and bearing. We were very frisky and happy. We’d just been out for tea and been joking. And one of these boys turned round and said, ‘You fellows ought to join the army – and then you’d have something to joke about.’ We didn’t answer back. Within a few days we were allowed a half-term break, and most of the boys went home for a long weekend. I went home and joined the army. I couldn’t go back to college. Nobody else left the college, and I never gave any notice: I simply joined the army. I was told to report back in two days. And two of us were placed in the charge of a sergeant. We went by train as far as Sheffield and, strangely, also on the train was our village policeman. When I was a boy I was terrified to death of him. Twice he spanked me, once for playing in a haystack and making a mess of it. Another time I managed to dodge him. But he was in the same boat as we were now. He was going to Aldershot to join the military police. And I was as good as he was. He was a private and I was a private.

Anyway, we got out at Sheffield and went to Hillsborough Barracks, a very old barracks indeed, containing hundreds and hundreds of recruits. And we were there about a week, getting fitted up with a uniform and learning how to form fours and how to salute. The next day, a sergeant-major and a sergeant were in command. And their purpose was quite a noble one – to find out what we had been in civil life, so that we’d be fitted in if possible. ‘And what were you in Civvy Street?’ ‘Oh, I was a butcher, sergeant-major.’ ‘Sergeant, send so-and-so to the quartermaster’s stores.’ ‘And what were you?’ ‘Well, I was a clerk in an office, sergeant-major.’ ‘Send him to the orderly room.’ And so on.

The sergeant major came to me and he said, ‘What were you in Civvy Street?’ ‘I was a theological student, sergeant-major.’ ‘What?’ ‘A theological student.’ ‘What’s that?’ he said. ‘Well, I was just a theological student,’ I said. He called his sergeant over. ‘Sergeant, come and ask this fellow what he was.’ I was beginning to enjoy it. ‘What were you in Civvy Street?’ ‘I was a theological student, sergeant.’ So they walked away and had a little conference. And I had to follow the sergeant to the operating theatre. They didn’t know the difference between theological and biological.

This was a Sunday morning, and there was an operation taking place. And the sergeant put me in the scrubbing-up room and I just stood there waiting. Eventually a sergeant came from the operating theatre itself. ‘What are you doing here?’ so I told him, and he took me into the theatre. It was a strangulated hernia, and when I went in there, there were half the man’s innards right out. I stood looking at this new sight, and I began to feel rather strange. The sergeant had his eye on me. He said, ‘Get out, get out!’ I went out for a breath of fresh air, and ducked my head to get my blood circulating, and went back into the theatre within three minutes. I never turned a hair after that. I’ve seen hundreds of operations, and the worse an operation was, the better I liked it.

My experience in the theatre was an important phase of my life. I saw all kinds of surgery and met all kinds of people. The surgeon was a Major Ritson from Sunderland. He was a brilliant surgeon but very asthmatic. There was a Sister Brook and a sergeant. The sergeant was a very lovely fellow, but he was too fat to be much use at the operating table. Once, when the Sister became faint, the sergeant had to take over. He couldn’t do the retracting. It was an operation on the carotid artery, and there was a great deal of retracting to do. I have a thin arm and a thin hand, and I was put on to that job in place of the sergeant. I was thinner so I could do it and he couldn’t. I gained a lot of experience in that theatre, and I realised what surgery was about. And many an amputated arm or a leg I used to cart away and put in an incinerator.

Private William Holmes

12th Battalion, London Regiment

When I was a little boy of seven, I was taken to St Thomas’ Hospital, in a special carriage with rubber wheels – because they thought I was dying. I had peritonitis. My sister carried me in, and they took me up to the top of the building, where they gave me an enema – but not an ordinary enema. It was done with a stirrup pump! You can imagine the state I was in. For two nights, my life was in the balance. I got over it, but I spent the next six weeks on milk alone. I was as close to death as I could have been.

When I was fourteen, my father died. He’d been getting blind for some time, and he died at the age of sixty. In the latter part of his life, he’d worked at the Army & Navy Stores as their chief detective. And then the Army & Navy Stores wrote to my mother, and asked if she had any boys available for work. I was sent straight up for an interview with him, and he said, ‘You can start here, on Monday morning, as a cashier.’

I started off in the department with the ladies’ big clothes. I might only take three or four bills a day, but I might take a couple of thousand pounds. As I progressed, they sent me on to busier desks, so that after three years I was put in the dress department, at Christmastime, where I was so busy that I couldn’t be relieved for half an hour to have my dinner. They’d fetch me twenty-five bills, and we didn’t have time to write them down; we had to add them up as we turned them over.

After that, they sent me across the road to the offices, where they put me in charge of what they called ‘the passenger train accounts’. In those days, I was living on the Battersea Bridge Road, and I used to walk to the stores in Victoria.

I had no idea that the war was coming. It came as a bombshell to me when it started. No one was prepared. Everywhere, posters were put up telling us to fight for our country. It was a patriotic thing, so about fifteen of us from the Army & Navy Stores went to the Horticultural Hall in Vincent Square, where there was a notice asking for volunteers to relieve the regular troops in Malta. There were about 250 men there, and we all lined up in two ranks. They only wanted twenty, and they picked the tallest. The rest of us were sent home and told to wait for another chance. When I got home, I found out that my young brother had joined up under age. Another brother, John, had signed up for ten years, before the war, and was in the 17th Lancers, in India. My eldest brother was a taxi driver, and he joined up and was sent to the Australian supply column – because he could drive cars. The other brother, Alf, wasn’t fit for the army, but he was married. My mother was a widow, and my other brothers said to me, ‘Bill, you stop at home and look after Mum as long as you can.’ I felt it was my responsibility. I wasn’t given a white feather. Right down my road, everybody knew the situation.

Private Basil Farrer

3rd Battalion, Green Howards

You have heard of Nancy Mitford? One of her characters is referred to as ‘the bolter’. That was in my nature. I had run away from home as a small child – as children do. Then, when I was fourteen, I ran away to London. I had my train fare down to London, but not my fare back home to Bradford. I finished up in some doss-house somewhere in London, but the next morning I looked around and noticed I was at York Road station. I thought I had better go back home, but I hadn’t my fare so I decided to walk. I started walking – and I did walk as far as Leicester, where I was picked up by a gentleman. He had seen me in the morning, and then again at night, coming back in his trap. He asked me what I was doing. I told him I was walking home and he took me home, and gave me a meal. He said, ‘Why don’t you stay for a drink?’ I said I hadn’t got enough money, and I was using what little I had for food. So he took my money, added to it, and put me on the train for Bradford and home. I was always a bolter, and people said I would make a good soldier.

Sergeant Jim Davies

12th Battalion, Royal Fusiliers

People used to pawn everything in those days, and I was a warehouseman for a pawn shop in Ladbroke Grove. I slept over the top of the warehouse. Everything that had been pawned was kept in the warehouse. I worked twelve hours a day and fifteen hours on Saturday, and half a day off a week. For five shillings a week. We used to take five hundred pledges on Monday alone. You would come in there with a suit, say, and ask for ten shillings. I’d look at it and see it was a bit worn and offer five and we’d agree on six. So then, you’d get a ‘low ticket’ for which you’d pay a ha’penny and you’d get your six shillings. The interest was a ha’penny on every two shillings per month. So if you redeemed it on Saturday, that would be three ha’pence interest and you’d pay back five shillings and three ha’pence and you’d take your pledge. If it was over a pound, generally jewellery, you paid a penny for a ticket instead of a ha’penny. After a year and seven days, if it hadn’t been redeemed, it became the property of the pawnbroker. But it was kept for another month after that and it was still redeemable. After that, the pawnbroker could do what he liked with it.

Then, I moved to a pawnshop on the Fulham Road near South Kensington where I became a ticket writer. Whilst a manager and a ‘second’ were busy taking in the pledges, I would be busy writing out the tickets. All types of people used to come in. People working in the museums, the school of mines, drunkards, actors, artists and the usual clothes from the poorer people. Whilst I was there, I met an actor and we used to talk about it. He told me that he knew the man who was running a particular show and that I could go in as ‘utility’ and learn the acting trade. So I gave a fortnight’s notice in and I went and became an actor.

I started work in a ‘fit-up’ company which was almost the lowest form of company. It played anywhere – institutes, halls and the lower-class theatres. The scenery we travelled with was only twelve feet instead of eighteen feet, which was normal theatre size. We used to play ‘stock’. That meant that we had a stock of plays that we performed. It wasn’t called repertory in those days. We spent all our time rehearsing for the next play. I did props, played parts when necessary. I was the general help. We had about ten members. A juvenile lead, lady juvenile, heavy man, heavy woman, two comedy actors, a manager. People would always play similar roles. These people taught me quite a lot. I used to study them. We performed all the old standard melodramas. We never played anything high class because we had to pay licences to Samuel French. At that time, I was only playing walk-on parts. I was getting £1 a week but I could get full board and lodgings for ten shillings. We dried up in Dorchester when the manager disappeared. He couldn’t meet his obligations so we had no money. So we paid a guinea for a hall and we did a concert to raise money. I got three and sixpence for my share – having been out selling tickets all day.

After that, I walked to London and I met a clown called Bonzo and he took me on at five shillings a week. That’s how I joined Lord John’s Circus. I used to march round the town in the parade and I was an ‘Auguste’ – a white-faced clown. I did a lot of little routines with the team – I used to be slapped up the backside with the slapstick. Circus life was a bit rough but I managed to get myself another five shillings a week by helping with the seating and loading up.

Then I came back to London and talked myself into a musical comedy because I could do a few tap-dancing steps. I was the second juvenile in The Dairy Maids and we played town halls and places like that. I was learning all I could. Then I got a job as an understudy in a play called The White Man at the London Palladium. I talked my way up the ranks and after a while, they gave me the part. The chap playing Black Eagle got pissed and I took over. By then I was living in Chelsea and earning £3 a week. There
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Young men enlisting with the Leeds Pals in 1914.
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Lions led by monkeys; an Australian mascot on the Somme.
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