On the 4 August 1914, the horrendous war, later
called World War I erupted with Germany against
Great Britain, France and Belgium. It was a war that cost
6,626,438 servicemen’s lives not counting the hundreds
of thousand civilian lives who were injured physically,
mentally and emotionally.
At first it fired the emotions of thousands of young men from towns and
villages all over the country to rush and join the army in a war that was
thought to be over by Christmas.
This is just a small account of the experiences of one such boy, ‘Tommy’.

I was born on 5 August 1898, the middle son of Vera and Arthur, I lived on Crossley Street, Ripley with my
mum, dad and two brothers Billy and Jim. Dad worked at Butterley Ironworks but he also worked part time on a
local farm for extra money as times were hard, as soon as I was old enough I went with Dad to the farm, I liked
the animals and we also got potatoes and other vegetables as part payment.
When the war started in 1914, like a good many other
stupid boys, I went with my best mate Johntie to
volunteer. I lied about my age but as I was a big lad
and quite fit from working on the farm I had no trouble
getting in. Everyone said the war would be over by
Christmas and I wanted to be there as it would be a
big adventure and it would get me and Johntie out of
Ripley where nothing much happened.
Mum and Dad went mad when they found out
what I’d done, but once they’d calmed down they
seemed OK about it. Johntie and I joined the South
Staffs Regiment, we got a new uniform and boots,
we started our training but what a shock, marching
everywhere, charging over barbed wire, crawling
through thick mud and Sergeant Walters screaming
at us all the time.
Lots of lads had joined up just to get clothed and fed,
and for something to do, as there was no work. For
them it was shear hell, at least I had strength from
working on the farm and the extra food I’d had meant
I had a bit of energy.
Eventually the training came to an end, we were war
ready, you could see your face in my boots they were
that shiny. The Commanding Officer and the Sergeant
walked up and down our lines inspecting us and
giving us a ‘pep’ talk, the Commanding Officer said,
‘you may all think that the last few weeks have been
hell, you will think you’ve been miss-treated, and

been bullied and worked hard, well I can
assure you that what you’ve been through in
the past weeks is nothing to what is to come,
and you will thank your lucky stars for what your
Sergeant has taught you and hopefully it will save
you from death, tomorrow you are going to war, good
luck to you all’.
The next morning we marched from the Market Square down to
Derby to catch the train to the docks for boarding the ship. It was
raining hard and very windy, there were hundreds of soldiers and we
were packed in like sardines. On the journey the ship was going up and
down like a fairground ride, people were being sick from nerves and the
motion, the smell was overwhelming and up to that day the scariest time of
my life.
At last we reached the port,
all was chaos. Sergeants
were shouting at their men, there
was kit and gear everywhere, poor
terrified horses were being unloaded
onto the docks and it was madness
getting organised amongst the crowds.
We marched off the docks in pouring rain along
mud tracks, with vehicles and horses pushing past.
We passed destroyed villages and wounded men
coming back the other way. After two hours we had a
rest and ate our emergency rations, this was the first
food we’d had since the day before.
As dusk settled the rain eased off and we arrived at
our camp for the night, it was some partly repaired
barns with straw on the floor. We were given new
emergency rations and we had a mug of tea and a
bowl of soup, we didn’t know what type of soup it
was, it was impossible to tell, we got a lump of hard
bread with it, but we were so hungry it didn’t matter.
The next morning it was cold and frosty, our clothes
were still damp from the night before. We had a
good breakfast but tensions were rising, nerves were
starting to show, and after a short march, we arrived
at our base camp, which was just a group of tents in
a sea of mud. On our way to the front line we passed
the most bedraggled, dirty and tired looking men that
you could wish to see. Some had dirty bandages
around their head or arms in a sling. I’ve never felt so
frightened, the courage of the men was subsiding.
After a quick meal of bully beef, apple and plum jam,
‘soup’ and a mug of tea, the Sergeant took us through
a twisted and winding trench, knee deep in mud to
our positions at the front to take over from the lads,
the relief on their faces said it all.
We were now left on our own with our Sergeant, he
told us under no circumstances to put our heads
above the parapet unless he told us to. He put two

people on the ladders to use a periscope
to watch the enemy and to raise the alarm
if ‘Gerry’ made a move. The others were to
familiarise themselves with the trench so we’d
know our way around in the dark, and to make sure
our guns and ammunition we cleaned and in good
order.
As it got dark we heard gunfire, bullets started to whine past
over the trench, it was ‘Gerry’ shooting at the men bringing our
evening meal. We didn’t sleep very well that night, we were so afraid
of “Gerry”, afraid of a raid, afraid of tomorrow.
As time went by we got into a routine, Johntie and I stuck together watching
each other’s back and helping each other out, we needed to keep each other’s
spirits up, as the snow, rain, cold and lack of sleep took its toll. The worst was the
constant menace of the rats, eating whatever they could find, mainly the dead bodies
which were in no man’s land. Johntie and I were always over there trying to find out
what Gerry was doing, it was risky work but we kept an eye out for each other and always
on our guard.
Now and again we would get a batch of letters from home, sometimes months out of date but it
was still a comfort, and we would get to go back down the line for fresh clothes and a bath, it was
nice just to get the lice out of your hair for a bit.
Back on the front line we were sent over the top to carry out a raid, I took a shot in the thigh, Johntie had to
leave me and continue as you weren’t allowed to help your mates on the way over, but luckily he came for
me on the way back and helped me to the first aid post. I got a rest for a few weeks but I was still worried
about Johntie and my other mates. While I was there I got a letter from Mum and Dad, it wasn’t good news,
they’d received a telegram saying that Billy was missing in action, presumed dead, Mum was devastated and
wouldn’t accept the news, she just kept crying and
saying that they’d made a mistake, her baby couldn’t
be dead.
Time for me to go back to the front, it was really good
to see Johntie and the others again. There were
some faces missing though and new young recruits in
their places. Poor sods looked terrified just like we did
when we arrived on the front line.
We had to march up to the Somme ready for the big
battle which turned out to be such a fiasco.
At long last news came of an armistice. We were told,
the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh
month, not one second before. Until then we had to
go on fighting to gain every inch of ground we could
before the end.
The eleventh came and we all waited with our backs
against the parapet under strict orders not to put our
heads up. There was still gun fire and the occasional
shell burst, but not from us. Finally the last minute
came. We were all looking at our watches and
Johntie shouted ‘THIS IS IT LADS’ and threw his tin
hat up. I screamed ‘NO JOHNTIE’ and grabbed my
arms around his waist and pulled him back, there was
a sound of gun fire and he fell back on to me. At that
moment a loud gun roared signalling the end of the

war. Johntie was on top of me with a bullet
hole in the middle of his forehead. I grabbed
him in my arms hugging him and crying and
screaming hysterically. The Commanding Officer
and the Sergeant came running and pulled me off
him, I saw tears in their eyes, everyone had tears in
their eyes.
Oh God what am I going to tell his parents. We promised both
our parents that we would care for each other and I had failed.
The poor Commanding Officer, he would have to write a letter to his
poor parents, I think this must have been the hardest letter he would
have to write because Johntie died right at the end of the war.
When I arrived home my poor Mam was a shrivelled up old woman, not the
beautiful young woman that I last saw. She never recovered from Billy, wouldn’t
believe him dead, said ‘He had lost his memory and was in a home somewhere and
when his memory came back he would come home’. She wouldn’t let his name go on
the Roll of the Dead. Dad was a broken man and never went down the pit again. Jim and I
had to care for them, but not for long as they both went to join Billy!
Johntie’s parents took me in and treated me as their lost Son. I went back to work on the farm but
found no interest in life and could only work on my own. I didn’t want company, only the ones back in
the trenches. That’s where I lived in my mind, in the trenches, until I too was ready to join them.

