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Foreword

In the context of the Great War, the word ‘Pals’ conjures up a host of images; indeed the word has become a symbol for the so-called senseless slaughter of the Great War. In this book I hope that the reader will find a true image of what a ‘Pal’ was and what he felt, lived, experienced and did. The image painted will not be a standard image, for the truth of their experience is not necessarily the truth of today’s media-driven perceptions. These were not lions led by donkeys, but men thrown together to perform a task, a task they did well; so well that they were congratulated by Haig, twice, for their skill at arms. What makes this all the more special is that they were clerks and teachers who showed that they were as good with the rifle and grenade as they were with words and numbers.

Using the War Diary, Battalion History, Army records and personal experiences I have tried to illustrate every facet of their lives and to show what a group of dedicated men can achieve. I hope that I have produced something that is worthy of their efforts and memory.
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CHAPTER ONE

FROM LEDGER TO ARMY MANUAL FROM OFFICE CLERK TO SOLDIER OF THE KING

At the end of a hot summer the 4th Battalion of the East Yorkshire regiment was at its annual summer camp, this year for a change in North Wales. Across Europe people were enjoying holidays and peace reigned; everything was as it should be. However, for those prepared to watch and take note, the world was about to change.

Sunday 28 June was the peak of the Grande Semaine in Paris. That afternoon the racegoers at Longchamps were joined by the President of the Republic and members of the aristocracy from across Europe, all intent on enjoying an afternoon’s racing where the highlight of the day was to be the Grand Prix de Paris, worth £16,000 of prize money. Just as the race was about to start, President Poincaré was handed a telegram containing the news of the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand while on a state visit to Sarajevo in Bosnia. After reading it, he passed the note to Count Szecsen, the Austro-Hungarian ambassador, who was sitting near him. After reading the telegram, he excused himself and left the racecourse. Lord Rosebery, who was also at the races that day, was enjoying an especially hot day and a wonderful race. In his party was an Austrian Count, who, when the news was made known on the racecourse also left immediately. While Rosebery and his other English peers did not realise the inevitability of war, the Austro-Hungarians did.
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Opening of the new dock at Hull, Friday 26 June 1914, by King George VIn his speech the king said “Hull will now join other great towns of the country in being able to call its chief magistrate ‘Lord Mayor’.” There was no thought of war, yet only two days later Archduke Ferdinand, Crown Prince of Austria, and his wife were shot dead on the streets of Sarajevo.
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Two opposing views of the combat effectiveness of the Russians. The Germans portrayed them as vodka swilling louts, while the British gave them the image of gallant conquerors.
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British foreign policy was based on the balance of power, that is on; ‘preventing any one state from becoming too powerful, especially if that state has sought to flex its muscles by way of military conquest in Western Europe’.

The key to British security for over 400 years has been the Low Countries. Since 1900 Britain had become ‘good friends’ with America and had given up any attempt to compete with her as naval power. In 1902 Britain had relieved any real or perceived pressure in the Far East by signing a treaty with the Japanese in 1902 and at the same time she came to a reconciliation with France, her long-standing colonial rival. Although this entente cordiale was not an alliance, German Weltpolitik quickly forced the two countries ever closer together and in 1912 both countries signed an agreement which resulted in the French navy looking after the Mediterranean while the British navy kept the Channel secure. A treaty in 1907 with Russia gave Britain security in India. The only threat to Britain now came from Germany and its ever increasing naval power.

In May, even before the assassination, Moltke had called for a preventative war; by July the German Chancellor was ready to run the risk of a conflict, while the Kaiser and other key figures planned to fight an imperialist war of conquest against the Western Powers using Austria-Hungary and Serbia as the excuse. On 23 July Serbia received a severe ultimatum; one so severe that it would be unacceptable and a war could then follow. As a result of this Russia ordered partial mobilisation on 23 July as a defensive measure. Serbia acceded to all the demands but Austro-Hungary declared war all the same. The Russian bluff had had no effect on events and so a full mobilisation was ordered. This was inevitably followed on 1 July by a German declaration of war on Russia.
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The Kaiser reviewing his troops.


Even at this point, a full scale European war was not inevitable; treaties could have been broken. However, France felt that to fight alongside Russia was in her best interests and at the same time she had old scores to settle with Germany. Later, on 1 August, the matter was settled when German troops invaded Luxembourg. On 2 August Belgium was presented with an ultimatum that required her to let German troops march over her territory and on 3 August Germany declared war on France. In order to protect herself, to help her allies and to defend Belgian neutrality Britain had no option but to demand that unless Germany called off her invasion of Belgium, Britain would declare war. The British government gave the German government until midnight Central European time to reply. At eleven pm British Summer Time, 4 August, Britain declared war on Germany.

At 6.10 pm on 29 July the Commanding Officer of the 4th East Yorkshire Regiment, on camp at Deganwy, opened a wire from the War Office entitled ‘Precautions Act’ and at 9.20 pm the ‘Special Service Section’ set off for Hull by train. On arrival at 6.10 am they sharpened bayonets, received ammunition and split into two parties, one heading for Spurn Point War Signal Station, the other for Fort Paull Battery which protected Hull against naval attack. The remainder of the battalion continued its training, arriving back in Hull at 1.30 am on 4 August. Instead of being stood down, they were ordered to mobilise at 5.45 am and move to war station billets.

Further proof that war was coming was offered by the North-Eastern Railway Company which cancelled all its excursions to the coast over the Bank Holiday period of Sunday 2 August through to Tuesday 4 August. Instead of carrying happy Hull holiday makers to the sunny Yorkshire coast, they were needed for the transporting of troops. Not that all the trains would have been full, for the government had not only mobilised the 4th Battalion but also the 5th Battalion and all other local territorial units and called up army and naval reservists as well. This large and sudden loss of manpower was expected to have a major effect on the speed and duration of the harvest. The removal of men by the Royal Navy would also have an effect on Hull’s fishing fleet as well as on the numbers of trained men available for the Merchant Navy.
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The Germans rapidly advanced through Belgium and Northern France. Here they are marching through Amiens.


A wave of patriotic fever, resulting in a recruiting boom hit the nation. It was going to be a short war so everybody wanted to be in at the start in order to get ‘a crack at the Hun’. By 7 August, numbers of potential recruits at Great Scotland Yard were so large that it was necessary to use mounted policemen to keep control. Recruitment boomed in Hull, as it did throughout the country.

After his appointment as Secretary for War on 5 August, Kitchener sought approval to increase the size of the army and on 7 August the papers carried his famous appeal - YOUR KING & COUNTRY NEED YOU. Kitchener’s New Army wanted men aged 19 to 30, 5 foot 3 and over, and with a chest size greater than 34 inches to form battalions numbered and modelled after the local regular army battalions. Initially, recruiting was successful in Hull but by 15 August the number of new recruits had dropped to a trickle.

In France, following the carefully choreographed Schlieffen Plan, the Germans had marched through Belgium and were now fighting on French soil. The arrival of the British forces, the resulting battle of Mons, and the subsequent withdrawal had a major upward effect on recruiting figures. In Hull alone, 20,000 men had volunteered for active service by February 1915; by the end of the war over 75,000 (out of a population of just under 300,000) had served in the armed forces. The resulting boom was too much for the army authorities to cope with, and increasingly the task of accommodating, housing and feeding the volunteers was taken over by civilian authorities.
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On 5 August Lord Kitchener Secretary of State for War. Two days later the papers carried his, now famous, appeal for men – YOUR KING AND COUNTRY NEED YOU!


This civilianisation of the recruitment process resulted in the formation of specifically raised local units which had a common social background and a strong local pride and identity. Known as ‘Pals’ Battalions, they eventually comprised a sizable percentage – around 38 per cent – of the New Army battalions.
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Some of the text of Kitchener’s speech was used as a recruiting Poster in Hall
 

Initial recruitment for the infantry in Hull had resulted in the formation of the 6th East Yorkshire Regiment by 28 August and the filling of the ranks of the 4th and 5th Territorial Battalions with such a surplus that the 4th Battalion was able to start second and third battalions. As recruitment continued, men flocked from all over the north-east to join the 7th and 8th Battalions. However, joining an infantry battalion made up of just anybody did not appeal to many patriotic men, as evidenced by a letter in The Hull Daily Mail on 26 August. Signed by ‘Middle Class of Newland’, the letter suggested that the relatively low enlistment rate for Hull was because many men did not like ‘the idea of having to herd with all types of men now being enlisted’ and this approach to recruitment was responsible for stopping ‘young athletes and men of good birth and training from joining the colours’.

‘Middle Class’ further suggested a simple answer: large employers should use their influence and not their money to:

‘Organise Corps of the middle class young men - clerks, tailors, drapers’ assistants, warehousemen and artisans. Then we should see men living, sleeping and training in company of others of their own class’.

What was being suggested here was the formation of a ‘Pals Battalion’.

While Lord Derby is generally credited with being the father figure of the ‘Pals Battalions’, the idea appears to have originated as a result of a luncheon meeting on 19 August between Major the Hon. Robert White and Sir Henry Rawlinson. White was asked to raise a battalion of men who worked in ‘The City’ and on 21 August the 10th battalion of the Royal Fusiliers was formed, nicknamed ‘The Stockbrokers Battalion’.

In Liverpool, after discussions with Kitchener, Lord Derby raised the first Liverpool battalion of friends, the 17th King’s (1st City) in just two hours on 28 August. Although not the first to raise a ‘Pals’ battalion, Lord Derby was almost certainly the first to coin the phrase ‘Pals battalions’. In a speech to potential recruits to the 17th Battalion on the evening of 28 August he said:
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Lord Derby, the man credited with the creation of ‘Pals Battalions’.
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The creator of the ‘Hull Pals’, Lord Nunburnholme. Pictured here while on active service with the Royal Garrison Artillery in 1918.


‘This should be a battalion of pals, a battalion in which friends from the same office will fight shoulder to shoulder for the honour of Britain and the credit of Liverpool.’

The idea was picked up across the nation.

Lord Nunburnholme, Lord Lieutenant of the East Riding of Yorkshire, had an audience on 29 August to discuss such a matter and as a result received permission to raise Hull’s first ‘service battalion’. Major Carver, the first commanding officer of the 1st Hull Battalion, later recalled:

‘I was sitting in my room when the telephone bell rang at about 7-30p.m., and I found myself speaking to Lord Nunburnholme, who told me he had just got back from London where he had seen Lord Kitchener at the War Office the previous day, and he had received instructions to start the First Service Battalion in Hull.This was August 29th, and was the date of my being recommissioned’

As a patriotic Englishman., with seventeen years’ experience in the militia and the Special Reserve., Major Carver was anxious to offer his services., although., as he admitted:

‘it was a request that rather overwhelmed me at first; there were many questions to be put that could not easily be answered. I was to be Commanding Officer, Adjutant, Quartermaster - everything in fact, until a commencement was made. The great thing was to get going’.

It was known that a great number of men in Hull were anxious to join up if they could enlist with their friends., particularly among the commercial classes., and on 31 August The Hull Daily Mail carried a proposal from Lord Nunburnholme regarding the raising of a Hull ‘Commercial Battalion’. Conditions of service in the battalion would be the same as in previously recruited service battalions. At the same time posters went up all over Hull.

This new battalion was to be 1,000 strong and would be known as the 7th (Hull) Battalion of the East Yorkshire regiment. Recruitment would begin at 10.00 am on 1 September at Wenlock Barracks - kindly lent by the East Riding Territorial Association for the occasion. Prior to the opening of enlistment, Major Carver and his young daughter drove round to the homes of his nephew and a cousin to pick up the first two recruits for the battalion. On their arrival., which was before 10 am, there was already a small crowd of men waiting to enlist.
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The poster that raised the first battalion of the Hull Pals’. Originally the 7th Battalion, they quickly became known as The Commercials.


Hundreds of men presented themselves on the first day and the recruiting staff were kept busy completing attestation forms. The Hull Daily Mail described the first day of recruitment: ‘Today has seen the commencement of recruiting for the middle-class clerks., and professional men, or the “black-coated battalion”.’

In the vein of ‘Middle Class’, the paper continued:

‘It must not be thought there is a desire for class distinction but just as the docker will feel at home amongst his every-day mates, so the wielders of the pen and drawing pencil will be better as friends together’.

Recruitment was so brisk that there were insufficient attestation forms and Major Carver had to have the form illegally copied locally in order to keep up with the demand to enlist. Around 700 men enlisted on the first day alone, and, without several officers of the East Yorkshire Regiment, the process would have been much slower. As each man enlisted, he was measured, given a service number - with the prefix 10/ - and a medical examination.

The number of recruits and the time available meant that in many cases the medical examination had to be perfunctory. Private Beeken, a school teacher, passed his medical without any problems and after giving his name, age, address and religion was sworn in. However, in his memoirs he expressed his concerns about the two friends he was joining up with, one who was blind in one eye and the other who had foot trouble. As the medical test included an eyesight test, it was obvious that his friend would not pass:

‘My friend from school days (sic) was worried for he was blind in the left eye. I watched him anxiously as his sight test came along. He was told to cover up one eye and read the letters on a test card. He covered up the left eye and easily read the letters. When told to cover up the other eye, he calmly covered up the left eye and so passed the sight test. He was declared to be physically fit’.
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Would-be soldiers signing up.
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John Beeken, a Primary School teacher was an early recruit.


Feet problems could also lead to medical rejection. Private Beeken continued:

‘Another friend (we were teachers at the same school - Gowle Street Boys) was told by the doctor that he could not pass him on account of some foot trouble he had. Well, my friend, who stood 6? 3?, was a rugby forward and a very good boxer, pleaded so hard to be passed that another doctor was called to give a second opinion. Eventually he was passed as medically fit so the three friends were now content that they could serve together’.

Another would-be soldier in the crowd that day was Walter Aust, who hated his job as an agent with the Central Hull Conservative Association, a job which kept him:

‘Boxed up in a dungeon-like office in Bowalley Lane under an artificial light even on the sunniest day.’ The opening of recruitment of the Hull Commercial Battalion proved irresistible and to make sure he was accepted he upped his age from 18 to 19.

Not all the men enlisting were inexperienced in the ways of soldiering. Baron Barnett Moss, a junior clerk with Walker and Holbeck had been a Territorial with the 2nd Northumbrian Field Ambulance from 1910 to 1913. His work commitments made it difficult to attend drill sessions and the yearly camp, so he had to ask to be discharged. In his letter to the CO he wrote:

‘I would willingly pay £1 but could not afford any more. I do not want to lose my situation and do not think I shall be able to have any time off at the beginning of July.’

 He was duly given a discharge.

Although not a member of the Commercials, the story of the recruitment of Private John Cunningham VC (12th Battalion) is worth telling, as it reinforces how easy it could be to get accepted. He was close to the head of one of the queues of enlisting soldiers on the first day of recruitment for ‘The Sportsmen’s Battalion’. His turn came and he was asked his age; being honest he replied ‘Sixteen’ and was told he was too young. Unlike many who were told to go away and come back when they were eighteen, that is, when you had gone around the block, he was sent away. He was not prepared to go and merely rushed across to another queue and pushed his way in. Upon being asked his age, he replied ‘Eighteen’ and was duly sworn in.

But not all men were to be so lucky. Reginald Pearson had been at sea when the Commercials were being formed, and, when he docked at the end of September, found that most of his friends had enlisted in this battalion. Deciding to join them, he presented himself for military service, only to be rejected because he was in the Merchant Navy. However, on arrival in Hull, in January 1915, after being paid-off for a week’s holiday, he presented himself at the recruiting office and, upon telling them that he was unemployed, was accepted and posted to the Commercials who were by then in Hornsea.
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How the media of the day portrayed the war - British troops in heroic bayonet charges overcoming the foes of King and Country.


Men enlisted singly, in small groups of friends, as had Private Beeken, or in larger groups, often from the same firm. One such group came from the North Eastern Railway Dock Superintendents office in Hull. The June 1915 edition of the North Eastern Railway Magazine carried the story of one group told by Privates Ives and Metcalfe:

‘A little serious thought brought us to the conclusion that we really ought to go, and Monday, September 7, saw our party of eight at the recruiting station in grand spirits and fervently hoping the doctor would certify us as “fit”.

‘We were not disappointed and we were quickly through enlistment formalities, along with scores of other city young men in straw hats, caps and every variety of “Knutty” attire.’

Recruits for the new battalion came from all over the East Riding and North Lincolnshire. One first-day would-be soldier, who was soon to become a sergeant, came from Goole, especially to enlist in the Commercials. He came from a wealthy background and could easily have been an officer - as his brother was later in the war. Private Huntington had been scheduled to take over the control of his father’s Drapers shop, funeral home and the Goole Carriage Company. Little could he have realised that this was not to be the case, for, as with many others, fate was not on his side.

With recruiting completed, the battalion, now just over a thousand strong, could begin training. In order for the battalion to run smoothly, it was necessary to appoint officers and men. Fortunately, and unlike many other battalions raised afterwards, the 10th were fortunate to obtain the services of a number of experienced ex-regular and Territorial officers, while a number of ex-regular army NCOs volunteered to serve and, as a result, companies and sections were quickly formalised. However, there were insufficient junior officers but Major Carver, a personal friend of Lord Nunburnholme, had other high connections and was able to appoint 2nd Lieutenant Harrison-Broadley, son of the Honorary Colonel of the 4th East Yorks, 2nd Lieutenant J. L. Sherburn, son of Sir J. Sherburn. Another early officer appointment was Major Carver’s nephew, 2nd Lieutenant R. B. Carver. Almost immediately after they enlisted these men took on the r?le of officer before being officially commissioned.

As each company was formed, it was taken over by retired officers and pensioned NCOs. There was a shortage of junior NCOs and so each company was searched for men with any elementary knowledge of military or other drill and discipline. On joining the battalion in January 1915 Private Pearson, who had been in the Boys Brigade before joining the Merchant Navy, wrote in his memoirs:

‘being anxious to catch up with the others whilst I found that I had not entirely forgotten the same drill movements I had learned in the Boys Brigade and in fact I soon found myself in charge of a section, instructing them in the art of forming fours and other movements.’


[image: image]

Two brothers, Thomas(left) and John Huntington of Goole. Thomas joined ‘The Commercials’ while his brother joined the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry.
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The Huntington family owned a Draper and Gent’s Mercer shop(below) on Boothferry Road, Goole.
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Thought to be the first recruit - R H Carver, nephew of the commanding officer.


The Battalion History records that within a few weeks most members of the battalion (a highly literate group) had copies of Infantry Training, 1914 in their pocket. Such was their keenness to be good soldiers.

Training commenced and, as there were no uniforms available, the men drilled in their own clothes, as Private Beeken recalled:

‘We paraded in our civilian clothes. Our instructors were men who said they had had some previous military training. So we had squad drill, field work in playing grounds and route marches in Hull and district.’
 
Initial training was carried out on Walton Street fair ground, Hull Golf Club’s grounds at Newington and the recreation grounds on Anlaby Road.

Monday 7 September was the first full battalion training session. In the morning the men drilled on the Fair ground and in the afternoon route-marched around the city. Daily training continued and, on the 11th, the old eight-company system of organisation was replaced by four companies of four platoons. Route marches became longer and moved out into the surrounding countryside; the march on 11 September to Anlaby, in pouring rain, became famous in the battalion annals when one soldier, purportedly from A Company, produced an umbrella on the march.
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New recruits parading at Wenlock barracks.
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Training on Walton Street fairground. The front right soldier is Norman Walker.


Before even the most basic of training had been mastered, the battalion suffered the first of its many fatalities. On 9 September, just eight days after enlisting, Private Thomas Adams (serial number 10/40) died of brain fever and was buried with full military honours in Western Cemetery, Hull.

As the men became fitter, the route marches became longer and the training took on a wider aspect and:

‘companies practised “Extended order drill,” “skirmishing,” “Outpost duty’” and “Judging Distances,” as well as company drill and physical training.’

However, not all of this training was going to be of much use to them, as Private Pearson pointed out in his memoirs:

‘all our training had been with a view to open warfare, extended order, artillery formation and advance guards as employed in the South African war.’

In order for the younger officers and NCOs to learn the day’s physical training it was necessary for them to parade thirty minutes earlier than the men. In this half an hour they were taught all they knew by RSM Kilpatrick, an ex-East Yorkshire regiment regular soldier.

On 12 September, Major Carver was replaced as the Commanding Officer of the battalion, by retired Lieutenant-Colonel A. J. Richardson, previously commander of the 1st East Yorkshire Regiment; Lord Nunburnholme had wanted Carver to be promoted but this was over- ruled by the War Office. With his arrival., more strict military discipline was introduced and the ranks of officers and NCOs made official.
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The battalion was only a few day: old when it suffered its first casualty. On 9 September Private T Adams died of brain fever and was buried with full military honours.


While the strength of the army depended on volunteers., it was essential to maintain the impetus of the recruiting drive. One way of stimulating public interest was the big parade., and so on 3 October the battalion formed part of a 4,000 strong route march around the city. By this time a second Hull battalion had been raised and it was necessary to issue battalion arm-bands in order to distinguish between the two battalions. The march started at 3-50pm from Cannon Street and proceeded through the main areas of the city, with enthusiastic crowds turning out to cheer them. As a result, sufficient new recruits attested to fill the remaining places in the 2nd Hull Battalion.

The Honorary Colonelcy of the battalion was accepted by Field-Marshal Earl Roberts but this honour was to be short-lived for he died on 14 November 1914. Shortly before this., on 4 November, he had been in communication with the Hull Coal Exchange., sending the serving members of the exchange a telegram on the occasion of a dinner given in honour of the volunteers:
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Roll call for the entire battalion at Wenlock Barracks. They are wearing armbands so that they are not confused with the 11th Battalion, which had just been raised.


‘Glad men of staff of Hull Coal and Shipping Exchange are doing their duty to King and Country. Proud to think so many of them in Regiment of which I am Honorary Colonel. - Roberts.’

During October the men undertook the first stages of musketry training, learning about aiming, trigger pressing and the ‘triangle of error.’ November marked the arrival of 400 antiquated Mark 1 long rifles as well as uniforms, boots and other necessaries. Private Pearson recalled:

‘Great was the fun and hilarity on the clothing parade when we received our uniforms and other items of equipment - razor, lather brush, comb, “hussif” (housewife\needles\thread etc), knife, fork, spoon and so on.’ the Commercials were very fortunate to receive khaki uniforms. The men were also thankful that their uniforms were khaki and not the dreary blue being issued temporarily to some units.

The increasing fitness of the battalion is shown by an October route march of around twenty miles from Hull via Kirkella and Riplingham to Welton and back. On arrival at Welton Hall they were entertained by Colonel Harrison-Broadley. The Regimental Journal, The Snapper recorded that: ‘Out of 1,050 on parade, on(ly) three fell out.’ Colonel Richardson had other ideas and rebuked the battalion on the matter of litter.
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Lieutenant Colonel Richardson, the new commanding officer, was an ex-regular who had commanded the 1st Battalion before the war.


Long marches in new boots were a problem for some soldiers. Private Pearson recorded:

‘The thick grey socks and heavy boots were going to prove a bit of a trial to some poor tender feet.’ Private Pearson had his own way of dealing with such a problem:

‘I never had a blister or suggestion of trouble with my feet in spite of all the miles we had to march in those days both in England and overseas. At the end of every march I immediately set off with my towel in search of the nearest water, tap, pump, well or stream and soaked my feet therein.’
 
Along with all the military training that had to be learned, the art of putting on puttees was a skill that also had to be mastered:

‘Winding on puttees became an art acquired only after much practice, to have them looking even and neat and close-fitting.’

In the 1960s Private Aust recorded similar problems. After one particularly chaotic route march with the newly issued puttees, the whole battalion, ‘had to be taken into a field as most of our puttees had fallen round our ankles’.
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A company parading by section.
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An introduction to the ‘triangle of errors’.
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The battalion were lucky to receive khaki uniforms and not the dreaded Post Office blue style that many battalions were temporarily fitted out with. The picture shows an army clothing warehouse somewhere in England. Units already on active service had first call on all army stores.


Hull recruited four active service Pals battalions and one Pals reserve battalion to provide reinforcements to replace casualties. The four active service battalions came from different strata of society, where each man knew his place and mixing would take place. This was reflected in the social composition of the ‘Hull Pals’, with the Commercials being composed of men from middle-class occupations; as a result there was much snobbery between the battalions, especially from the Commercials, who, the other battalions felt, thought that they were better than the others. Ernest Land of the 11th Battalion (The Tradesmen) reported that the 10th (the Commercials) was a ‘nobs’ battalion and that they ‘used to snob you a bit, they was all clerks and teachers’.

Regardless of any inter-battalion rivalry, Hull had a record to be proud of. In just four months it had produced a whole Brigade of Infantry - 113 (Hull) Brigade, the senior brigade of the new 38th Division, with each of the battalions now being numbered as Service Battalions of the regular. From December each of the battalions had a new title, that of the 1st Hull Battalion becoming the 10th (Service) Battalion (1st Hull) of the East Yorkshire Regiment. While the idea of Pals Battalions had been good for recruitment and for bolstering civic pride, its eventual effect on the streets where they had lived was to be disastrous.
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Posing for the camera in their new uniforms.
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Every recruit completed an attestation form like this one.


CHAPTER TWO

A SEASIDE JAUNT

FROM RECRUIT TO TRAINED SOLDIER

By November, when the battalion had been in existence for eight weeks–as hundreds of thousands of men all over the country were experiencing–a cohesive unit had started to emerge from faltering beginnings. Physical training and drill, route marches, in all types of weather, and weapon practice, with or without weapons, instilled in the recruits the essentials of military discipline, producing a homogeneous and responsive battalion.

Discipline was an essential part of this programme of building a soldier from a civilian; discipline that was both intrinsic and extrinsic. Having been recruited from the middle-classes, the 10th battalion consisted of men for whom self-regulation was the norm; the extrinsic discipline came from the implementation of the myriad rules and regulations of the army. The table below shows the level of discipline shown by the battalion.
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A French card extolling the virtues of the bayonet.


[image: image]
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Swedish drill and PT to make the men fit performed on any spare space.


However, army discipline did not suit every member of the battalion. Two such men were Walter Aust and Walter Silverwood who were to become lifelong friends as a result of their loathing of army ‘bull’. Both men were of a stubborn disposition and both jokingly called each other ‘Walter Mule’. The general punishment for any minor infraction was ‘Pack Drill’ and both men experienced more than their fair share of it. Walter Aust recorded in his memoirs:

‘the mulish streak of my pal and myself quickly brought us into conflict with the forces of law and order and so it came to pass that we were to be found, with distressing frequency, in the very early morning and again in the evening in the company of our Provost Sergeant on a special patch of ground reserved for pack drill for the awkward squad.’

The way in which this extra instruction was done did nothing to reform their character as Walter Aust recalled:

‘The Provost Sergeant, possessor of an untidy “Old Bill” ginger moustache set in uncharitable features, allied to a bitter and illiterate tongue, engendered revolt rather than reformation.’

The whole pack drill was accompanied by insulting remarks designed to weaken the offenders’ resistance. Amusingly, Walter Silverwood later became a commissioned officer in the East Yorkshire Regiment and was then above such petty restrictions.

As the battalion matured, route marches became longer and went further afield. Drill became more complex and was held further away from the city centre resulting in the need to march longer distances. One company gained a nickname for its keenness to get to the training grounds:

‘Eagerness to reach these far-away grounds led one Company Commander to give his troops the command “double” up Anlaby Road, and earned for them the sobriquet of “Glossop’s Greyhounds”, the gallant Major encouraging his troops from the steps of a tram proceeding in the same direction.’

With the Commercials being in the most advanced stage of training, about 400 men were incorporated into the Humber Defence Force, armed with “Drill-purpose” rifles in order to repel any invading force. These emergency measures were rendered unnecessary when the battalion received orders to move to Hornsea for incorporation into the East Coast Defensive system. The battalion diarist in the Regimental Journal, The Snapper, recorded the event:
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A rather dubious skill for most of the period of trench warfare, learning to crawl forwards without being observed.
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While the Commercials’ trained, the war continued.Troops of the Royal Naval Division were used in an unsuccessful attempt to defend Antwerp. As a result of this action many men crossed the border into Holland to escape capture.This card (below) is from G V Richardson of the Collingwood Battalion who was interned in Groningen camp, Holland.‘Wishing you a merry Xmas & happy new year. Perhaps you will be surprised I am here but we were obliged to cross the frontier after defence of Antwerp.’
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‘After being two-and-a half months at Wenlock Barracks, Hull, where officers and men assembled daily for instruction, while living at their own homes, the battalion had a sudden order on the 17th November to proceed to Hornsea that day; and although the men had to be sent back to their homes to obtain their kits, and extra rifles had to be taken over from the 11th and 12th Battalions, the whole of the battalion was clear of Wenlock Barracks and entrained in three-and-a half hours.’
 
At 4.15 pm the battalion paraded and marched off to Paragon Station. The train left at 5.50 pm, with window blinds drawn, and arrived at Hornsea Bridge Station at 7 pm for a night-time march to their new accommodation. Those who had been left behind, because they lived in places like Goole or Bridlington, would join them the next day, as would the Quartermaster (QM) stores. On their arrival, the battalion would consist of twenty-six officers and 1,070 men.

Not everyone behaved on the journey to Hornsea. Private Aust recalled an interesting variation on bayonet practice:

‘In the train from Hull we had one rifle with a fixed bayonet and we took it in turn to bayonet an imaginary German–the target being the carriage upholstery.’ [Vandalism 1914 pattern!]

The men’s first experiences of camp life were not at all positive. The Battalion History recorded that the battalion marched in pitch-darkness:

‘to a half-completed camp in the middle of a field on the cliff-top, ankle deep in mud. The only visible sign of life was the fitful gleam of Second-Lieutenant E.C.William’s hurricane lamp, as he guided the platoons to their huts. The unfinished state of the camp rendered it necessary to billet sixty men per hut in place of the nominal thirty. A number of huts had neither doors nor windows, but fortunately Second-Lieutenant Williams had been able to obtain a sufficient number of blankets to make an issue of three per man, which went some little way to mitigate the first shock of active service conditions.’
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Wenlock Barracks, the battalion depot.
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A view of the camp.


Writing at the time, the battalion diarist recorded in The Snapper that the experience:

‘Was one not to be forgotten, but all ranks cheerfully made the best of the trying circumstances and seemed to enjoy the inconveniences!’ Private Aust remembered the experience well:

‘We thought these conditions were outrageous but could make light of it later when comparing it with trench warfare in France.’

As well as poor accommodation, their arrival had been so unexpected that there was no food and precious little water. When the first food did arrive it had been purchased by the battalion and consisted of a small loaf to be shared between eight to ten men and a one-inch square of cheese. It took the battalion nearly a year to get the money out of the army. While the majority starved, some members of sneaked off to fend for themselves. The Battalion History records that they:

 ‘Set off to Mapleton about 6-30 on the first morning and managed to get some biscuits at a small shop. Returning to camp they encountered the lodge keeper at Rolston Hall, who took them home and gave them a good breakfast.’

After an appalling night, with little or no food, the battalion spent the day on fatigues. Fortunately, leave was granted that evening and the men disappeared into Hornsea. Private Aust summed up the situation:
 ‘No food, no bedding. All we had was one bucket of water for sixty men and we had to drink that out of a pail. At the end of twenty-four hours we were let loose and a famished battalion descended on Hornsea like a swarm of locusts.’

 To make things worse it rained and snowed the next day.

Part of D Company went into comfortable billets in Hornsea while B and C Companies moved to Atwick and Skipsea on detachment for Coast Patrol. From henceforth, until called to move to Ripon, the battalion assumed responsibility for guarding, all day, every day, regardless of the weather, the Yorkshire coast from Ulrome (northern boundary) to Mappleton. Further up the coast were the Yorkshire Hussars, while south of the battalion line was guarded by the Norfolk Cyclists.

Preparation for active service on the Western Front was provided by digging trenches:

‘The troops on detachment spent much of their time digging a system of trenches on the cliff top. Those who are familiar with this coast will readily understand that these trenches were constantly falling into the sea and had to be continually renewed.’


[image: image]

R. B. Carver, now a Lieutenant.
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 A sergeant and his section outside their hut at Hornsea.


  There the similarity stopped, for the:

‘Trenches were manned an hour before dawn every morning by the detachment billeted in the village behind.’ In between guarding and digging, training continued with physical drill and miniature rifle practice on the sands. During this period light relief was provided by:

‘Occasional night excursions after unauthorised lights and the holding up of motor cars and other vehicles at improvised barriers on the coast roads.’

 However, the morning of 16 December brought with it some serious excitement when:

‘The whole Battalion stood to arms at 6.30 am and the detachments manned the trenches along the coast in full force. This was in response to the alarm which had been circulated owing to part of the German High Seas Fleet having been missed.’

 At 8 am the missing ships proceeded to shell Hartlepool, Scarborough and Whitby causing considerable damage and some loss of life. The bombardment of Scarborough was so loud that it could be heard by the troops in Hornsea, leaving them wondering whether this was an invasion.

An amusing accident occurred one night in December when a hut on the cliff-top at Atwick caught fire:
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 Private McLachlan on guard outside his hut. He is wearing 1914 pattern leather equipment and is holding an obsolete Lee Metford rifle.


‘This hut was used by the sentry group for shelter, and one youth had begged, or otherwise come into possession of, a bundle of straw for the comfort of the patrol “off duty”. One of his comrades, with a thirst for knowledge, had brought a candle by which to read, and the subsequent blaze might have proved disastrous owing to the presence of six boxes of ammunition. Fortunately, these were rescued, but the blaze was visible for miles up and down the coast.’

Soldiers on coastal patrol were liable to unannounced inspection by an officer. On one tour of inspection the Commanding Officer found:

‘A sentry with his arm round a fair damsel and his eyes elsewhere than looking for a possible landing by the German High Seas Fleet.’

This incident did nothing for the soldier’s prospects of a commission!

In the majority of the newly raised battalions across the country, Christmas Day was to be remembered, as it is traditionally, for the camaraderie and the good food that was consumed during the day; this would not be the case for the majority of the battalion. Only the C Company platoons on detachment experienced a traditional Christmas meal; the other three companies spent the day on the firing range at Rolston.

During the preceding month, Lieutenant Colonel Richardson had written numerous letters to the Higher Commands in an attempt to get permission for the battalion to practise live firing in case there was an invasion. The replies were always negative until:

‘About a week before Christmas Day, 1914, a telegram was received at Battalion Headquarters from the War Office reading as follows:

“Reference your…Report on efficiency of rifles.“

To which the Colonel replied characteristically:

“Reference your telegram…Rifles will certainly go off, doubtful which end.”.’

This created considerable activity at the War Office and as a result:

‘On Christmas Eve authority was received from the War Office direct, to fire so many rounds of the precious S.A.A. [small arms ammunition] per man.’

As a result any soldier not granted leave spent the day on the firing range.

In January, having had four months in which to assess their men, Company Commanders were asked to recommend NCOs for confirmation in their present rank or promotion to higher. At the same time the selection of men as specialists., stretcher bearers, signallers., machine gunners and so on was started.

There was a need for replacement junior officers due to their high casualty rates on the Western Front. As the battalion had been raised from the ‘Middle Classes’, there were obviously a number of potential officers among its ranks; in many battalions this might have been enough but The Commercials had a strong commander. Lieutenant-Colonel Richardson issued a statement containing his views on would-be officer applications:

‘Commissions. Qualifications

Character and determination strong enough to ensure discipline. Mental powers sufficient to assimilate the regulations and instructions that guide the army. The CO. will recommend no one who does not give proof of possessing the above., no matter how many employers., fathers., or grandmothers try to pull strings.’

Also in January, the camp was inspected by the newly appointed Brigadier of the Hull Brigade., Sir Henry Dixon. What he saw during his inspection was described by an ex-employee of the North-Eastern Railway in the March edition of North Eastern Railway Magazine:
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As casualties mounted, the authorities realised that each battalion sent to the front would require reinforcements. In early 1915 four Depot Companies of 250 men were authorised, making a total of 1,250 men in each battalion. However, with men being taken back for essential war work and others being commissioned or transferred to other units, by the time the Depot Companies had finished recruiting each battalion had around 1,500 men.
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On 16 December the German High Seas Fleet bombarded the east coast towns of Scarborough, Whitby and Hartlepool. The above is the wreckage of the Coastguard Station at Scarborough which, at the time of the attack, was being used as a storehouse. It was estimated that 500 shells fell on Scarborough killing nineteen civilians and wounding eighty others.
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The bombardment of the East coast, mostly against civilian targets was a gift to the recruiting offices of the Northeast.


‘A sleeper-road is laid from the entrance to the far side of the camp. On the left are the officers’ huts, the office, guard room, store rooms, etc. Further along on the right are the garage and the tailor’s and electrician’s workshop. Then come the huts themselves. They are built at right-angles to the road in four lines or rows, two rows on each side. Each row consists of nine huts. The rows are about 30 yards apart, and the space between them is taken up by the Sergeants’ quarters, baths and drying room. The situation of the camp is a splendid one, about 150 yards from the cliff top, and invigorating winds blow along our lines. The huts are fine places, and are lighted by electricity. Between the lines are washing houses and lavatories with a plentiful supply of water. The sleeping accommodation is quite good, each man being provided with sleeping-boards raised about 8 in. from the floor, with a palliasse and pillow filled with straw, and three blankets.’
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Guard duty at Christmas tree hut, Atwick, late 1914. There were no Lee Enfield SMLE rifles available so the battalion were provided with obsolete patterns of dubious effectiveness.


On arrival at the camp back in November the battalion diarist expressed his hopes that their recreational needs would be catered for:

‘The regimental institute promises to be a great feature during the long winter evenings, and is soon to be replete with all manner of games and papers. We have no lack of musical talent and dramatic enterprise, so entertainments ought to be frequent.’

 Fortunately, he was correct, as one writer recorded:

‘The latest newspapers of the day can be seen at the regimental reading room, and here, also, the men can write home to their friends and relatives, writing tables and a plentiful supply of paper being provided free of charge. At the Institute the men can also have everything they are in need of at a reasonable price, and every Wednesday night a whist drive is held and on Friday nights a concert is given.’

 While another soldier wrote:

‘Our social welfare is well looked after. There is a Regimental institute in which one may spend a leisurely hour in reading, or at the piano, or in playing one of the many games provided. Som-etimes there are concerts on quite a grand scale, and on such occasions the Institute is gaily decorated.’

 To this end in May 1915 a band was started with Lieutenant Coatsworth as president and Private F. Purcell, a pre-war regular soldier who had played in the band of the 2nd Battalion East Yorkshire Regiment, as band leader. The instruments were provided by members of the Hull Exchange and Pacific, many of whom were serving in the battalion.

Private Aust had initially complained of the lack of food but by January everything was apparently fine as an ex-North Eastern Railway employee described:

‘Every morning the reveille sounds at 7 am, and breakfast follows at 7.45. This consists alternately of bacon, bread and jam, and quaker oats, bread, butter and jam. The recruit class parades at 9 a.m. Usually, we have physical drill for two hours and, during the rest of the morning, are instructed in the handling of arms.
 “Cookhouse” sounds at 12.45, and the following is a typical menu: Roast beef,(sic) potatoes, rice pudding and stewed prunes. Who could complain? On some days when we are away from the hutments for a long period, bread and cheese are served out as lunch and we dine on our return–usually about 6 pm. In the afternoons, musketry and shooting practice.’

 The harsh realities of army life did not take long to sink in:

‘We quickly realised that army life was much different from the civil life we had been accustomed to. “Reveille” blows now at 6 am, at which time the stentorian voice of the sergeant is heard calling, “Show a leg there, show a leg,” accompanied by the clanging of a stick on the nearest form, and if the afore-mentioned limb does not make a timely appearance the sleepy member’s boards are dragged from underneath him and he has no option but to tumble out. Blankets, palliasses, bed-boards and tressles are quickly arranged in regulation fashion, and, after a hasty wash, coffee and biscuits are served and a few minutes to 7 o’clock the sergeant’s voice is again heard calling: “Fall in for the run! Come on, let’s be having you outside.” A distance of two or three miles is covered, alternate running and walking for which the men turn out in light sandshoes, trousers and shirts. Cookhouse blows at 7.45 am and the orderlies, detailed from each section, can then be seen making their way to the various huts with the food provided for breakfast. Breakfast over, each company falls in independently for collective training, and for the first hour Swedish drill and bayonet fighting are indulged in, to be followed by semaphore signalling, musketry, knotting, etc. Dinner (usually roast beef, potatoes and beans, with rice or bread pudding) is served at 12.45 pm, and the afternoon is devoted to trench digging or company drill. One of the chief features of our training is the attacking of flagged enemies across the fields. The tea bugle blows at 4.45 pm, and after the meal of jam and marmalade, stewed fruit, butter and bread, the men are free (unless on special duties) to leave barracks until roll call at 10 pm, “Lights out” being sounded at 10.15 pm.’
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Communal mealtime at Hornsea. Note the bottle of beer.


Considering the conditions the men were living in, the health of the battalion was good and it was not until February that was any serious health problem arose when 632 officers and men was laid low by influenza. Prior to this the major cause of reporting to the doctor as unwell had been the arrival of route march day:

‘Route march day usually meant a larger sick parade than usual, evidently with the hope that the Battalion would have departed before the doctor’s verdict was known, the result being that even if “M. and D.” was awarded, the “Duty” would not be a route march of twenty-five miles.’

However, things do not always work out as planned:

‘Wisdom, however, did not begin and end in the ranks, and on several occasions a senior N.C.O. was detailed to await the doctor’s verdict, collect the men awarded “M. and D.” and march them after the Battalion.’

Private Ives and Metcalfe noted that:

‘Wednesday is “battalion” day ie, the whole battalion is taken out by the commanding officer… for a route march of between twenty and thirty miles.’
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Private Clifford Carter, one of many to be commissioned later in the war.
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A group photograph of ex-LNER employees outside their hut.


The alternative was training in ‘battle formation’. Regardless of the activity, dinner was always served at about 4.45 pm.

One especially gruelling march took place on 23 February 1915 when the battalion marched from Rolston Camp to Hull and back, a distance of thirty-two miles. The journey to Hull took four hours 45 minutes, while the return took four hours fifty minutes. It was the longest march the battalion had ever done and on the return leg of the march 126 men fell out. As with the march in October to Welton House, the Colonel was not pleased. In the battalion orders two nights later, the following comment on the march appeared:

‘After the Aldershot command manoeuvres in 1910 the 1st Battalion East Yorkshire Regiment, composed of younger men than most of the 10th Battalion, marched back to its station, every man carrying a complete kit, in one day. One man fell out. The distance was thirty-nine miles. In the whole Brigade six men fell out. About 100 men in each Battalion had their feet dressed after their arrival.’

Training in close order drill and musketry continued, while manoeuvres against a flagged enemy were carried out from time to time. One skill that had to be mastered was bayonet fighting. The following was written in the North Eastern Railway Magazine of June 1915:

‘A few words here on bayonet fighting will no doubt interest the reader, who assuredly, will have gathered from the Press that British superiority in this method of close fighting is playing a predominant part in the present campaign. In the elementary stage the recruit is taught how to handle his rifle with fixed bayonet quickly and easily without strain. He is shown how to adopt the “On guard” position, pointing and parrying in any direction and also the method of shortening arms, which is used to extract the bayonet cleanly after a point has been made. The instructor impresses upon recruits the vital importance of quickness of movement both in dealing with an opponent and at the same time guarding oneself. After thoroughly mastering the elements of bayonet fighting, instruction is given in using the butt, knee, trip, etc, and in order to demonstrate more clearly the reality of the business recruits are paired off, and, after donning protective gear for the head and body, fight each other with spring bayonets, under the guidance of the instructor, who points out to the class the varied faults of the combatants. Finally, practice in taking trenches at the point of the bayonet is indulged in, sacks representing the enemy.’

Sport was an important part both in improving fitness and in filling in the men’s time. The battalion boasted a number of excellent football teams with company and inter-platoon matches being played. Sporting activities were not confined to the enlisted men; matches were played between the Officers and Sergeants, and one of these resulted in two broken ribs.

Battalion cross-country runs from which only essential personnel were excused were instigated; even Lieutenant Colonel Richardson took part in the first one. A battalion team was chosen from among the best athletes, to compete in a Brigade cross-country run on 21 April, starting at Dalton Camp and finishing at Beverley Barracks. Private F. Seller of B Company took first place, but the battalion were only awarded second place because of the disqualification of Private J. Hughes of D Company.

Such was the importance of this race that the majority of the battalion was allowed to go to Beverley by special train to see the finish. To deal with any enemy invasion, only one officer and 25 per cent of other ranks of those on detachment and 50 per cent of all pickets were left behind.

Two of those who had been left behind were the two ‘Walter Mules’. They had been detailed to dig on the rifle range, but as there was virtually no one about they had decided to go to Hornsea regardless of the consequences. Both men had an agreeable time but the day-out was spoilt upon their arrival at camp. Walter Aust later recounted:

‘Our luck was out. As soon as we re-entered camp we were charged with being absent and would be tried at (sic) Company Orderly room the next morning.’

True to their mulish nature they decided otherwise:
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On the starting line of the inter-brigade cross-country match, April 1915. Starting at Dalton, the race terminated at Victoria Barracks, Beverley.
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Sport was a very important part of training. Here Private McLachlan spars on the beach.


‘Still feeling in a rebellious mood we decided we might as well be “hung for a sheep as a lamb” and caught the next train to Hull. Fortunately both our fathers were away on the high seas and our mothers were delighted to learn that we had been granted seven days unexpected leave. So unexpected that we had drawn no ration money or pay and were completely broke. Having ‘touched’ our respective mums we changed into civvies and proceeded to have a whale of a time. Not a care in the world. We knew we would not be posted as deserters until we had been absent a week. So on the seventh day we returned to camp.’

Upon their return they were tried by their Company Commander, Captain Lambert, who treated them more leniently than would have been the case if either Lieutenant Colonel Richardson or Major Carver had been the judge. Their indiscipline found them doing further pack drill with the Provost Sergeant.

During the Second World War more than sixty per cent of all Great War soldiers’ records was destroyed by German bombing. Fortunately, Walter Silverwood was commissioned, which meant that his service papers were not kept in the same place as those of Walter Aust. In the documents relating to 2/Lieutenant Silverwood, of 22 Peel Street, Hull, who was a timber traveller before the war, is a record sheet stating:
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16 Platoon, D Company, February 1915.


‘Forfeit six days pay and seven days CB (confined to barracks) for being absent without leave on 21/4/15 and absent from tattoo until 8.30 pm on 26/4/15.’

This little escapade did not stop him being awarded his good conduct badge seventeen months later, being made a Lance Corporal in June 1917 and an officer in 1918. He was shot in the right thigh on 27 May 1918	while serving with the 1st Battalion. His wound resulted in a paralysed leg in later life.

For a variety of reasons, some of those who had volunteered in September did not stay with the battalion. One loss in April was acting/Sergeant William Drake, of Cleveden Street, who before the war had been an interpreter. Separated, with two children, James and Kitty, both of whom lived with his father while he was on active service, he was declared unfit for further service and discharged due to degeneration of the spinal cord.

The closest the battalion came to defending the coastline occurred in April 1915. The Battalion History recorded:

‘One bright April Sunday morning we were called out at 4 o’clock to line the cliff and deal with a reported Zeppelin. Rifles and ammunition we certainly had; the rifles, however, were for “drill purposes” only, and were deemed to be more dangerous to the user than to the enemy. It was therefore understood that the repulsion of the Zeppelin was to be by moral force only. The various company “wags” were in great evidence and a running fire of comments which would have nonplused (sic) the enemy more than our rifle fire, was kept up.’

Throughout the battalion’s period at Hornsea, Zeppelins raided cities and towns along the east coast, Hull being no exception to these raids. On the night of 6 June Hull suffered its first raid. As it was a Sunday, some of the battalion were home on leave and experienced the raid at first hand. Nineteen people were killed, forty people were injured and a further five had to treated for shock. Buildings were damaged in Bright Street, Campbell Street, Church Street, Coltman Street, High Street, Porter Street and South Parade. Private Pearson recalled the return of:
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A loss to the battalion. Sergeant Drake was discharged early in 1915 as unfit for further service.


‘Chaps from leave with the latest news, and many were the exclamations of thankfulness as “safe” messages began to come through including one for myself but what a sight met our eyes when, the next week-end we went home and saw the damage around the town and the wonder is that the casualty list was not much greater than it was.’

 Hull was to be bombed on a number of occasions during the war, with further loss of life and much damage to property. As well as being dangerous, Private Pearson remembered that the raids were also inconvenient:

‘As far as the raids were concerned I found them to be more frustrating than anything. I remember one afternoon, having tea in the Central Cinema Cafe with my young lady, having to come out because the “buzzers” had gone and another evening, having planned an enjoyable walk with her, having to go with her and her family and sit on cushions somewhere at the rear of The Hull Prison, interruptions I did not welcome at all, but how trivial they all were really when we look back and recall the perils & hardships we were all called upon to undergo later on.
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After an attack, the press never mentioned where the Zeppelins had hit. Hull was always called an East Coast town. This card was issued hortly after the attack.


The bombing increased anti-German feeling in Hull and must have caused considerable concern about the safety of their families for a number of ‘Commercials’ who were of German origin. The local press on 7 June reported a number of incidents against businesses with German names:

‘Angry and excited. Annie Bates was fined 5s. for being drunk and disorderly last night. Evidence was given that the prisoner, who was drunk., was trying to provoke a crowd to attack a pork butcher’s shop.’

 Most Pork Butchers in Hull at this time were of German origin.

By June everyone in the battalion felt that it was time to move on and the battalion diarist jokingly wrote in The Snapper:

‘They say that a short time ago the Secretary of State for War was conferring “Somewhere on the Continent” with General Joffre., and that the latter was enquiring as to the possibility of English re-inforcements. “Have you no more Guards”? he asked. “Only the Welsh” was the reply, and they are barely formed. “No more London Scottish”? “None as yet.” Then an idea dawned on the French Commander. “And the 10th (Service) Batt. East Yorkshire Regiment,” he inquired, “are they not ready”? The War Minister struck his brow. “Great Scott!” he exclaimed, “I had completely forgotten them–they must still be at Hornsea! They shall be with you by the end of… (Censored)”.’

On 21 June the battalion left Hornsea on a seventy mile route march to Ripon, spending nights in billets at Beverley, Pocklington, York and Boroughbridge; accommodation ranging from Assembly rooms, through private houses to the settee in the taproom of an inn. On the march, 114 men fell out but only forty-nine were unable to continue, having to be sent on by rail. This was the first time since the departure from Hull that the whole battalion had been together.
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The officers, Hornsea 1915.
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Newspapers covered their readers against Zeppelin attack.


Ripon was the concentration point for the 31st Division in which the Commercials were the senior battalion in the senior brigade. When they arrived on 25 June they were met by the band of the Leeds Pals, who played them into camp. Here they were to occupy hutments in the South Camp on the Harrogate road. The other battalions making up 31st Division were the 11th, 12th & 13th East Yorks (92 Brigade), the 15th, 16th, & 18th West Yorks, the 18th Durham Light Infantry (93 Brigade), the 12th, 13th & 14th York and Lancasters and the 11th East Lancs (94 Brigade), with the 12th KOYLI as the Pioneer Battalion. The Brigade numbers are different to those in 1914 because the Fourth Army was broken up to supply reinforcements and the Fifth Army divisions and brigades were renumbered to replace those that had been disbanded.
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Marching to Ripon, June 1915.


The battalion’s time was to be occupied now by Brigade and Divisional training and intensive training for the specialist sections, with Lieutenant R. B. Carver in charge of machine-gunners, 2/Lieutenant Oxtoby in charge of signallers, and bombers under 2/Lieutenant Carlisle. As had been the case when the battalion was formed, there was considerable trouble getting the necessary specialist equipment. Similarly not all large scale manoeuvres or training that were planned could always go ahead. Although certain areas had been allotted for field operations, much of it was in agricultural use and could therefore not be used. As a result, the battalion had to wait nearly two months before it experienced anything like active service conditions and then it was only a two day march over the local moors with night-time bivouacking in the heather using a greatcoat and ground sheet for protection. This was not an especially pleasant experience:

‘A nasty drizzling rain about 5 a.m. made things rather uncomfortable for the first night’s bivouac, and it did not require “Reveille” to get troops up next morning. In fact, many had been for several walks during the night by way of a rest.’

 Although NCO ranks had been finalised while the battalion was at Hornsea, they had not been confirmed. Battalion orders contained the following:

‘All NCOs will be confirmed in their ranks on the 18th September, unless the officers commanding companies report to Battalion Headquarters before that date that anyone of his is inefficient. In future acting NCO.s will not be made. Company and Platoon Commanders have had a year to study their men. If they suffer from an embarras (sic) de richesse they can recommend for commissions.’
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The battalion band leaving Hornsea for Ripon. The bugle player is Private John Reginald Martin who survived the war.
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One of the dining halls at Ripon.


As a result of this order, a number of men left the battalion for officer training. Twenty men and one officer were lost to the Divisional Cyclist Company and a number were lost to the Ministry of Munitions, who were canvassing for skilled tradesmen to return to their jobs in order to increase munitions output. The total lost through these departures is not known but it must have been quite considerable for the Battalion Diarist to write:

‘The departure of successful candidates for commissions is causing an alarming shrinkage in our numbers. Indeed, if we are to lose many more men for this cause in addition to those sent to make munitions, we may find ourselves a Battalion entirely composed of men regimentally employed, a position somewhat analogous to that of the traditional Scilly Islanders, who earn a precarious livelihood by taking in each other’s washing!’
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Lieutenant Colonel Burges, VC, the new commanding officer.


In order to make good these losses, recruits from the Depot Company at Pocklington were transferred to Ripon. One such soldier was James Tait, who had enlisted on 19 April 1915 at the age of 15, giving his age as 19. Born in Newcastle on 8 September 1899, he was the second of four children. His father was a tobacconist and then a travelling inspector; as a result the family moved from Newcastle to Stourbridge. He left school at 14 to work in a wholesale tobacconists in Dudley. After his father died his mother remarried and the family moved to Hull. His step-father was F Cocker, the manager of Manfields in Whitefriargate, Hull. In 1914 James took a job as a stock clerk with a firm of ships chandlers. James joined up with his step-brother Frank Cocker and a friend, being given the serial number 10/1281, while Frank became 10/1279. Upon their transfer to Ripon, Frank joined A Company while James was put into 6 Platoon, B Company.

When on 18 October, the battalion was warned of a future move to Salisbury Plain, the excitement of this prospect was somewhat dampened by that day’s Battalion Orders:

‘Lieutenant-Colonel Richardson has this day handed over command to Major W H. Carver. On vacating the command, Lieut.-Colonel Richardson thanks all ranks of the Battalion for the very pleasant thirteen months that their hard and loyal labour has enabled him to enjoy, and it is with great regret that he recognises that there is now little probability of his seeing the result of that labour in a theatre more interesting, but not more trying, than the Ripon Rifle Ranges.’

Lieutenant Colonel Richardson had been removed because of his impatience with higher authority and because of his age. Theatrical and unconventional to the end, wearing civilian clothes and riding Major Carver’s horse just as he had when he first joined the battalion he said good-bye to his men, thanking them for their hard work and good behaviour and hoping that they would fight hard. Privately, he recorded that his ‘fear was that their zeal would outrun itself and that they would get stale before we went across the water.’

He took his dismissal as a matter of course. When he received a letter from the War Office, recommending that he be removed from command and also asking him if he had anything to say on the matter, he sent back a characteristic reply:

‘Nothing, thank you.’

Then he got into a pony and trap and went for a ten days’ drive among the Pennine Hills. Upon his return he handed over his command and left. In his record of service he expressed his true feelings about the matter in very considered terms:

‘And yet when it got about the battalion that I was leaving I was shown such affection that had I been able I think I might have recalled that “Nothing, thank you”.’

 On 6 November the Commercials left Ripon for Fovant on Salisbury Plain. While the rest of 92 Brigade settled into its new quarters at Hurdcott Camp, the Commercials, with its new Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Burges, an officer with considerable active service experience, moved to the Canada Lines at Larkhill very soon after their arrival.

While at Salisbury the battalion experienced trench life, in the form of trench relief and habitation, and also received SMLE rifles–to replace their Lee Metfords–prior to active service. A complete set of trenches had been dug close by in which to practise battalion relief. Private Tait described this initiation into trench life as interesting:

Wednesday November 24th 1915

‘Trench warfare–Spent day in trenches–most interesting. I descend a sap and we build a dug out. Attack on ‘enemy’ trenches led by bombers. My first experience as regards bombers. Spend night in trenches and act as sentry. Thanks to those at home I am remarkably warm. Secured no sleep, but plenty of sport.

Thursday November 25th 1915 
 ‘Very cold morning. Still in the trenches and the 11th batt. attempts assault, but retires. Left trenches at 7 am in fine spirit. Just like a nigger in appearance. A.Coy a trifle worse for rum. Band accompanies us back and poor devils can hardly play, the instruments being frozen.’

Private Pearson recalled in his memoirs:

‘We began to sample something of trench life in France, when, on two occasions we practised a trench take over at night and holding the line for that and the next night too.’ Once again the practice bore little relationship to reality as Private Pearson recalled:

‘Needless to say they were very different to the trenches we eventually did occupy.’ There were other new and potentially dangerous skills to master at this time:

‘We were introduced to the new art of bomb warfare and manufacture of home-made bombs using empty jam tins and condensed milk tins. It’s a wonder we didn’t all kill ourselves.’ Artillery had its dangers for unwary or lost infantrymen as Private Tait found when his platoon strayed onto an artillery range after practising at the rifle range:

‘Field practices. Not having the slightest idea of how my rifle fires, I cannot account for a hit…Under Shrapnel Fire–narrow escapes.’
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Men who joined the Depot Companies were sent to Pocklington for their training. On the right is L/Cpl Jack Ward, from Goole, who was to win the Military Medal in 1918.


Fortunately there were no casualties.

As the initial medical had not been particularly stringent, it was obvious to all that there would be some form of weeding out before the battalion went on active service; replacements, as before, would come from the Depot Company. Private Tait noted in his diary:

‘Arrival of 57 depot men, including Frank (his step-brother) and C Stockdale (a friend). A pleasant surprise to me!

’At the same time more men were released for munitions work.

Overseas service was obviously coming soon–almost certainly the Western Front, as Private Tait recorded:

‘Received our tunics today with red and white colours sown on the back, and also an extra pocket made for gas helmet.’ The battalion returned to Hurdcott on 2 December and on the same day the division received orders to be ready to proceed abroad at a very early date. When the 11th Battalion received orders to indent for sun helmets it must have been obvious to the whole brigade that they were not destined for France. The imminence of the departure was clear to all, when on 3 December they were issued with identification discs. Their destination was now to be Egypt.
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Prior to sailing unfit men were replaced from the battalion reserve at Pocklington


Regardless of the destination there was no lack of keenness to get going as is shown by this true story:

‘One sergeant returning from hospital on the day before the Battalion’s departure pleaded to be included, finally offering to revert to the ranks and become an officer’s servant if only he was allowed to go.’

Whether he was lucky and was allowed to go is unknown, but there was a surplus of officers and men, so a number had to stay in England. One of those left behind was Private John Ward.

The division had originally been scheduled to serve on the Western Front and with that intention 31st Divisional Headquarters had been informed on 29 November that embarkation for France would start on 9 December, with advance parties leaving for Southampton and Folkestone on 30 November and 1 December. It was not until 2 December that the division was informed that it would not move to France but that it would go to Egypt accompanied by 32nd Division Artillery which had been raised in April and May 1915 by Lord Derby in the Lytham and St. Annes area of Lancashire.

Private Carter, later to be commissioned, recorded that on 4 December: ‘equipment for France was issued.’The equipment that was actually specifically issued and consisted:

‘Clasp knives, field dressings, non-freezing oil and body belts.’ On the 6th he wrote:

‘Equipment for France withdrawn. Pith helmets and puggarees were handed out, and it was rumoured that Camel Humps would be issued! Everyone was certain that the battalion was going to India or Mespotamia or Arabia or Egypt or somewhere else.’ The Battalion History gives the following information about the sun hat sizes of the men going abroad:
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Orders to entrain at Salisbury prior to proceeding abroad were received on 6 December. These orders directed them on 7 December to Salisbury station for a train ride to Devonport, in the depth of night -the battalion requiring three trains–and embarkment on 8 December. Apart from the 11th Battalion, which sailed short of 12 privates all the battalions of 92 Brigade were at full strength (the 10th Battalion History records the issue of 1025 sun helmets) and in the best of health. Private Beeken recalled the day of departure:

‘On the 7th December 1915, we marched in rain and with sun helmets on to Salisbury where we entrained and arrived in Devonport on the 8th December.’

There was no time for embarkation leave and as the King had been injured whilst in France, there was no royal march past of the division on Salisbury Plain. However, both the King and the East Riding Territorial Force Association sent farewell messages.

The battalion’s final day in England was to be 8 December; they would not return for over three years. Private Tait recorded in his diary:

‘Exeter 12.30 am where we received refreshments. Devonport 4.30 am and arrive in Plymouth. Waited for a long period in the train as platforms are engaged by other troops. On board ship I am a sentry guarding the gangway.’
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A soldier in full marching order showing his mix of leather and webbing equipment, SalisburyPlain 1915.


CHAPTER THREE

ON ACTIVE SERVICE IN THE EAST

THE ENEMY – LICE AND SAND

The 31st Division was being sent to Egypt as part of the Imperial Strategic Reserve, there to counter any threat from the Turkish forces in the Suez Canal Zone. Two other divisions, the 14th and 46th, had been scheduled to defend Egypt but when the threat did not materialise they were not needed; as a result the former never sailed and the latter was recalled to France before it had fully disembarked.

These three divisions had been needed while the Allies were fighting at Gallipoli but, with the successful withdrawal from the peninsula at the end of the campaign in January 1916, there would now be thousands of seasoned troops available to defend the Canal Zone. As a result, only the 31st Division, which was in place before the withdrawal, was actually needed. Even though the men from Gallipoli were veteran soldiers, many had no rifles, many were suffering from inadequate rations, illness or both, and most units were far short of their full complement of men and officers. The whole Canal Zone would become a huge retraining and regrouping camp. Sir George MacMunn wrote that the GOC of Egypt Forces was to receive:
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‘2,000 rifles a week for the Australian troops, now arriving without arms. In the 8th Australian Brigade, for example, which landed in the first week of December, only ten per cent of the men had rifles’.

So although there were large numbers of men, they had little in the way of defence. The 31st Division was there to ‘hold the fort’ while the whole sector was reorganised, trained and equipped. When the Turkish threat had subsided fourteen divisions would be ready for service in other theatres.

The Canal Zone was divided into three sectors: The Southern or Number 1 Section was responsible for Suez to Kalbrit, Number 2 Section (Central) was tasked with guarding the area between Kalbrit and Ferdan while the Northern – Number 3 Section – was responsible for the defence of the area from Ferdan to Port Said. It was the latter section that 31st Division was to guard initially.

The situation in Egypt was of little concern to the Commercials as they got ready to sail. There were more weighty things on the men’s minds. After handing in rifles and extra kit for storage, the men tried to make themselves as comfortable as the conditions would permit, with many falling asleep, tired out by the rush and excitement. Private Tait wrote in his diary:

‘We start at last – time 7 am. It is a terrible day, wind and rain plentiful, consequently a haze is cast over the horizon. It is most interesting. Numerous warships of varied descriptions in abundance. A huge ship is being built in the vicinity to be driven entirely by oil and to carry 15 inch guns. It is a marvellous place this Plymouth!’

The battalion, along with a brigade of Royal Field Artillery, 700 horses and mules and a detachment from the divisional Pioneer battalion, left England aboard the HMT Minnewaska, arriving at Port Said thirteen days later, on 21 December. After disembarking it then proceeded to Number 4 Camp.
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Embarking on HMT Minnewaska, 8 December 1915.
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The view from the boat of The Grand Harbour, Valetta.


On arrival the battalion was at full strength minus one private who was in hospital in Malta. Only the 12th Battalion (The Sportsmen) War Diary mentioned the voyage and then only briefly:

‘Called at Malta and Alexandria. Good voyage, no incidents worth recording. 10 men left at Malta suffering from contagious disease and 1 horse died of pneumonia on the Minneapolis.’

How many of the men would have agreed that it was a good voyage is a moot point.

The Battalion History notes that the ship was stuffy and overcrowded, the food was poor and that the men were inoculated against cholera, and that for the first few days the only small comforts consisted of the biscuits in the ship’s canteen. The conditions were equally bad for the animals and several of them died. Private Carter recorded that he was seasick for two whole days and the Battalion History records that:

‘When Eddystone Lighthouse slowly faded over the horizon rough seas were encountered, and the ship began to pitch and roll badly. There was much good-humoured fun at the first cases of sea sickness, but soon almost every man had disappeared below with the same complaint. Some tried to lie down on the hard tables or narrow forms, only to roll off among their fellow-sufferers huddled together on the floor. For two days sea sickness easily overshadowed all the other discomforts.’

Even staying on deck brought no relief as Private Tait found out:
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For part of the journey the sea was very rough, resulting in much seasickness.


‘Sleeping on deck as it is very unhealthy down below. Secured no sleep, and wet through. It is another terrible day of rain and wind. We are now in the Bay of Biscay and this will account for it. I suffer very badly from sea-sickness all day and during this afternoon we are inoculated. How glad we shall be when once more we arrive on shore!’

Fortunately as the ship approached Spain the weather improved and the men and animals began to recover. Private Tait noted that on 11 December he had just recovered from seasickness and had begun to enjoy the journey. The next day, the band played and everyone was enjoying the journey, staying up as late as possible to watch the starlight evening.

The ships carrying the division overseas had sailed separately and without an escort, apart from the initial few hours. This meant that everyone on board had to watch out for U-boats and that the ship had to make a zig-zag course at all times and was not allowed to show navigation lights. Life jackets were issued and the men were ordered to keep them close at hand at all times; as they made good seats and pillows this was no hardship.

HMT Minnewaska was an armed merchant man of 14,000 tons, with a single gun and its crew who occasionally practised their skill.The first practice took place with no warning:

‘The ship’s gunner indulged in occasional practice, his first shot causing considerable excitement as no warning was given. He would frequently throw an empty barrel overboard, wait until it had drifted well astern and then before our critical eyes he would blow it clean out of the water.’

After waiting until nightfall, in order to slip through the Straits of Gibraltar without being noticed by any lurking U-boat, the ship entered the Mediterranean, slowing down briefly at Gibraltar to pick up instructions to proceed to Malta. Shortly after entering the Mediterranean the weather changed. Private Tait noted: ‘the ship tosses worse than ever. Seasickness is revived’.

However, four days later the weather had calmed and everyone was again enjoying the journey. At 7.30 am the boat entered the Grand Harbour, Malta and anchored beside the Empress of Britain which was carrying the Bradford and Leeds Pals.

No shore leave was granted and the men had to content themselves with the view and the antics of the locals in their tiny ‘bum-boats’ selling oranges, Turkish delight and cheap cigarettes which:

‘Were rapidly bought up, only to be as quickly thrown overboard when their quality was ascertained.’

Private Beeken recalled that the: ‘men from these boats threw up to us ropes. On hauling these up we found small baskets in which we placed money and then shouted our orders for cigarettes and Turkish delight, the cigarettes were terrible’.
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When the weather improved, exercise sessions were introduced to keep the men from becoming bored.
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Grand Harbour Valetta in quieter times showing where HMT Minnewaska docked.


Further amusement came from throwing coins overboard and watching the local boys dive for them. In the evening the band played to a packed deck.

When the boat left, Company Commanders were finally able to tell their men that they were headed for Egypt. While the weather may have been more pleasant, the journey had become more dangerous, for the trip from Malta to Egypt was through a real danger zone. As a result the submarine alarm drill was regularly repeated. To keep the men active and stop them being bored, activities were planned on a daily basis:

‘The day would usually begin with a general cleaning up in preparation for a very thorough inspection of the whole ship by the Captain, followed by physical exercises.’

While the lighter side of the journey was catered for by:

‘Boxing matches, band concerts and sing-songs and learning to wrap countless yards of fine muslin round one’s sun helmet to form a puggaree.’

The only excitement on the trip occurred late one afternoon when:

‘A dark object suddenly appeared on the port side. Instantly the ship’s gun and all available rifles were trained on it, and everyone, struggling into life-jackets, tumbled up on deck. For a minute, as the ship zig-zagged wildly, all eyes watched the water for the deadly white streak, but imagine the laughter which broke the tense silence when the object proved to be a piece of harmless wreckage floating gently along.’

The first sight of their new home was at breakfast time on 20 December when the boat entered Alexandria Harbour to wait for darkness to fall. At dusk the Minnewaska set off on the final leg of the journey to Port Said, so as to approach the Suez Canal entrance under cover of darkness – this final stage being the most dangerous part of the voyage.

There were no problems and the boat anchored at Aviation Quay early the next morning. Equipment was issued and stores unloaded by the local work force but the soldiers had to stay on board until disembarkation started at 2pm the next day. Private Beeken recalled the landing:

‘In the afternoon we received our full equipment and then cheerfully left the Minnewaska... We were led to a stretch of sand near the native quarter and immediately set to work to put up our tents. As soon as the tents were pitched we were free and set off for the town where we found cafés and restaurants. My friends and I were soon enjoying ham and eggs.’

They had been lucky to escape the waiting U-boats; a Japanese steamer, the Macceim, which was moving out of the harbour as they arrived and an oil-tanker which left shortly afterwards were both torpedoed and sunk a few miles from the canal entrance. A year later the Minnewaska was herself sunk while sailing off Crete; she hit a mine laid by UC23 commanded by Leutnant Kirchner.

There was a lot to take in. In the native quarter the streets were dirty, narrow and unpaved and everywhere were crowds of Arabs, Sudanese and Greeks all in their characteristic costumes and European sailors from a whole range of countries. The whole area was very noisy and:
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The first prominent buildings to strike the eye after passing the de Lesseps statue and breakwater are the Suez Canal offices.


‘The constant babel of voices gave one the impression that trouble was brewing among the natives. The native police, though men of fine stature and mounted on superb Arab horses, seemed to add to the general disorder, as they usually tried to quell any disturbance by arguing with all and sundry. Strong armed guards and patrols supplied by ourselves in common with other units of the 31st Division which were now arriving, served to quieten the situation.’

Lieutenant Williams was not impressed by the people or the behaviour shown in the Arab Quarter:

‘The scum of about six nations seem to be collected there so you really need an assorted mouthful of languages to get along decently. In default of that, a few good oaths said with spirit and a hefty stick (I’ve seen a piece of 3? sq. timber used with excellent effect) laid lustily about the varlets’ backs will work wonders.’
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Dismounted Yeomanry arriving on the quayside.


[image: image]

Private Hirst was the battalion cartoonist. In this picture, published by The Hull Daily Mail, he gives his impression of service in Egypt. He survived the war and continued to do cartoons for the annual dinner menu.


By contrast the European quarter had fine spacious streets and a tramway – pulled by donkeys.

Soldiers soon got used to being pestered by children selling tomatoes which were ‘good for de belly. Good for the stomach.’ It was not just the ways of children that they found different; it was also the behaviour of adults. Private Carter saw ‘a native strike a match on the sole of his bare foot’.
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The £100,000 raised by the Princess Mary’s fund meant that every member of the armed forces serving at the front received a box containing cigarettes and tobacco or a notebook and pencil for non-smokers.


The quality of food on arrival left much to be desired., a day’s ration consisting of a tin of bully beef and three sour army biscuits. Private purchases did nothing to improve matters as there was no fresh meat and very few vegetables to buy. Even the native canteen that appeared made little difference as he only sold a: ‘curious assortment of native sweetmeats.’

Even the officers fared little better from ‘Jim Irish’., as the native vendor was known. While charging exorbitant prices., he provided them with very poor food until they decided to take the man to task:

‘A much-improved fare was secured by the simple expedient of refusing to pay him at all and then offering him less money, which he gladly accepted.’

Christmas Day was a time of mixed feelings. While for the majority it was depressing., as they thought of home and the family dinner., to others like Private Tait it was a jolly time:

‘Xmas day! What a contrast our yuletide will be to old England’s! What a novel time for Dec 25th! Naturally our thoughts are with those at home…we had a jolly time among ourselves in the tent…’

Although they were a long way from home they had not been forgotten., HRH Princess Mary Christmas fund sent every soldier a small brass box containing tobacco., cigarettes., a pencil and a small Christmas card. They were not forgotten by the army:

‘A new species of Army biscuit appeared in (the) rations that day: it was almost as big as a plate and nearly as hard., so much so that one bright spirit gummed a label to his specimen and sent it home through the post as a permanent souvenir.’

The Reverend Kedward arranged an English Christmas dinner for the battalion at the Casino Palace and the Leeds Pals’ band provided the music.
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What most of the men would have liked for Christmas.


While the troops were attempting to enjoy Christmas., things were far from quiet in the native quarter. The Battalion History recorded:

‘There was considerable trouble in the native quarter that night, several casualties occurring in other units of the Division., and as a result that section of the town was put out of bounds to troops., who from now on were not allowed to leave camp unarmed.’

It fell to the Leeds Pals to clear the native quarter of troops., in response to an assault on a British soldier who had his eyes gouged out and was then dumped in the canal.

Having had a week to acclimatise to their new surroundings., work started again on 27 December when B Company were sent on a two week detachment. They were to relieve the 42nd Gurkhas who were holding a redoubt between the sea and the east side of the canal entrance. Outposts were set up around the Salt Works., large areas of flat land over which the sea was allowed to flow and to evaporate., allowing the local population to extract coarse salt. Also in the area were the petrol and oil depots which supplied all the aeroplanes., motor vehicles and boats of the Canal Defence Force; these also had to be guarded.

Initially there were no complaints about the move or the work., as Private Tait recorded in his diary:

‘B Coy leaves camp at 7.30 am and encamps at some salt works., four or five miles from Port Said. Means of conveyance -tug boats. No 6 platoon moves to an advanced position two miles away and is guarding the coast. The redoubt is built with sandbags and we are again under canvas., while on our front is barbed wire. We are away from anywhere but greatly enjoying it, as the sea is only a few yards away, presenting splendid bathing facilities. The only people we now see are three Indian Lancers., whose duty it is to patrol. Our food and water supplies are brought up by six camels., which were captured from the Turks in their last raid here.’

After twelve days of guard duty, inspections., fatigues (strengthening the redoubt) and short rations with a typical day’s food consisting of:

‘Breakfast – Cheese and Jam

Dinner – stew

Tea – Cheese and jam

We are allowed four biscuits per day and tea minus milk’ the battalion were rapidly getting worn out:

‘Reinforced by a platoon of R.E.s. Just what we need too! In the past we have been strengthening the redoubt during the day, besides being on guard four nights out of five, which seems to be telling on our physical strength.’

There was general relief to be rejoining the rest of the battalion on 10 January.

While B Company had been away, the battalion had been involved in a programme of smartening up. In plain English this meant the usual drill and route marches. The only concession being made to the climate were uniform regulations: the men were now allowed to wear light battle order, with no tunic. This did not mean that army ‘bull’ had disappeared as Private Tait found out when he was chosen to be a guard around Port Said. The Battalion History recounts the ordeal of guard duty and that it was taken in turns by units of the division to provide:

‘Guards at all points in and around Port Said, and also on neutral ships passing through the canal as a precaution against the possibility of mines being dropped. Since, at that time, the standard of a battalion was judged by the quality of the guards it turned out, guard duty was somewhat of an ordeal. The selected men, sparkling with ‘Soldier’s Friend,’ and each complete with his twenty-four hours rations, would accordingly parade in the early morning for an hour’s minute inspection by the adjutant, Captain Jackson, before being allowed to proceed to their duties with bayonets fixed and marching to attention the whole way.’

Private Tait’s entry in his diary was less complimentary:
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To guard against Turkish infiltration mobile units of Indian Lancers patrolled along the banks of the Suez Canal.
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The canteen at Point 140, January 1916.


‘On guard. The Batt are now training as keen as ever but we have the unwelcome task of cleaning buttons and equipment. What an absurd idea for active service! Why, the Battalion did not do this, even in England!’

More important was hygiene. Dysentery appeared and a number of serious cases were admitted to hospital. At about the same time the battalion became acquainted with lice:

‘Was it the sand which first produced those constant little bodily companions which were now the bane of our lives? Soaking for hours in strong brine did not affect their ardour, exposure to the hot sun only invigorated them and no ointment seemed to do any good. Many a packet of cigarettes was used up to give them a fiery exit, but all in vain: a permanent task was now added to the soldier’s daily routine.’

While the sand was a problem when marching, it was more of a problem when the wind blew; it stung the face, clogged rifle-bolts and Lewis-gun mechanisms – until special covers were issued for their protection – and, even worse, it found its way into the food. However, every cloud has a silver lining and the battalion soon found that sand was very useful for cleaning cooking utensils and harness and that it could even be employed in the cleaning of clothes.
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Indian troops standing to attention for the passing of a warship through the Suez Canal.
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A Royal Navy vessel patrolling the Canal Zone.


The battalion moved south on January 19 to take up positions between El Kab and Ballah, an area of deep and shifting sand. Movement was difficult and mule teams became bogged down. In order to speed up the arrival of stores it was arranged that all such transport should be handled by the Bikanir Camel Corps. The redoubts were shallow trenches which rapidly filled with sand and the formidable barbed wire entanglements were casually waded through by an escaped camel. There was little to do except wait, watch and patrol. Watching for enemy activity at morning ‘Stand To’, did however, give the battalion some beautiful sunrises to watch.

Private Aust recalled that the layout was ideal for ambushing and with packs of wild dogs scurrying around at night it could be pretty nerve-racking. But only once was there any real excitement. This was when they managed to:

‘Bag one powerfully built individual in Arab dress who attempted to penetrate our screen from the Turkish side. We held him overnight and the following morning marched him under escort to Battn. HQ.’
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The rations arriving at Point 140.


When they got to the Orderly Room there was:

‘A strange Red-tabbed officer who proceeded to speak to the prisoner in some foreign tongue. He was obviously being asked a number of questions but just stood like a marble statue emotionless and silent. Finally the interrogator picked up a whipstock from the table and struck the man a heavy blow across his cheek, the man swayed and then came back swiftly to attention whilst blood poured from a gash on his cheek. A few more questions followed without result. We were then marched out of the Orderly Room and that was the end of the incident as far as we were concerned.’

Whether the man was a spy is unknown.

As well as short rations there was also a shortage of water. The water in the Sweetwater Canal was full of parasites and bacteria and so all water had to be brought up in small water-tank boats and transferred to large tins, which were then transported to the men by camel. As a result each man was rationed, per day, to one water bottle for drinking and washing plus two more for cooking. How desperate the situation regarding water was is shown by this order issued by 93 Brigade:

‘Drinking water from horse troughs is strictly against orders and officers commanding units will in future deal with these cases very severely. All men are to be informed that drinking this water will produce Red Water Fever, which is in most cases fatal.’

Water was also important in keeping cool and so interest in swimming contests increased as the temperature rose.

Life brightened up when leave was eventually granted to Port Said; the officers established a small canteen which provided some variety in the food and an ample supply of cigarettes. The arrival of the first mail from England also helped improve morale – the previous mail had been lost when the SS Persia had been sunk with the loss of 300 lives.

At the end of January, under the cover of very bad weather – rain, hail and a gale – the Turkish forces advanced a little but no attack materialised. In February the Turkish forces took Kut and 31st Division received orders to move to Mesopotamia but these were quickly withdrawn and 13th Division was sent instead. Life in the Canal Zone at this time was generally very boring and the troops were anxious to move on, especially when it was almost as important to keep an eye out for the unannounced visits of British Generals as it was to watch out for Turkish troops. Even the capture of spies, mostly Arab refugees, did little to relieve the boredom, a boredom illustrated by an entry in Private Beeken’s log:
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A driver tending his camels after delivering supplies.


‘I was very interested in the operation of sweeping the desert. Every evening a large beam of wood was pulled, broadside on, by camels from one post to another post. In this way a broad smooth track was left on the sand, stretching the whole length of the east bank of the canal. At dawn patrols went out to see if any footprints were left in the smooth sand by any intruder. Nothing ever happened. No footprints were found.’

Lieutenant Williams reiterated the boredom in a letter home:

‘Our main amusement is watching ships sailing through the canal. It’s a fine sight at night when each ship carries a powerful searchlight in her bows that lights up the whole canal like day. You can see them coming for miles.’

When, on 28 February, the battalion transport handed over all its animals, except for a few officers’ mounts, and the 4th Royal Scots took over all the outposts, it was obvious that the battalion was on the move.

This time it was for France.

On arrival at Port Said the battalion embarked on HMT Tunisian and left Egypt at 5.30 pm on 29 February 1916. On board were thirty three officers and 926 other ranks (including Private Fisher of the 11th Battalion – the Chaplain’s batman). Eight men had been left behind in hospital and a number had been left behind on attachment to other units of the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force.
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This picture shows the nature of the Suez Defences, with trench walls liable to crumble and collapse.
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Soldiers outside their dugout somewhere on the East Bank of the canal.


Lieutenant General Horne, Commander of XV Corps, sent the division this message of thanks and congratulations:

‘The Corps Commander, in wishing the 31st Division farewell and good luck, expresses his gratitude to all ranks for the good work they have done for him. It has been a great pleasure to him to be associated with such a capable body of officers and men. They have borne the brunt of the work in the XV Army Corps sector and have done wonders, and there exists a very fine spirit in the Division. He wishes all ranks the best of luck and hopes soon to have the pleasure of being associated with them again. He is confident that they will fight as well as they have worked.’

While the battalion was nominally the same, in the short period they had spent in Egypt they had experienced active service and the hardships it can bring; this strengthened the bonds between officer and men and had contributed to their overall fitness and ability to cope with what lay ahead. In reality, what they had experienced was a bit of a holiday; although at times a little arduous, there had never been any danger. Real active service would begin when they arrived at the Western Front.

The journey to France was uneventful with conditions on the Tunisian being far better than they had been on the Minnewaska; the food was good and accommodation plentiful. Private Tait, as usual, was unlucky:

‘Part of the battn, are sleeping in bunks. No 6 Platoon being unlucky, we on the second lower deck, where sleeping accommodation is worse than experienced on the Minnewaska. We have been issued with hammocks but there are only three hooks to a table of men! There is nothing worth calling a canteen on board.’

Initially the weather was good but, because the first part of the journey was through an active submarine area, the men were not able to enjoy it to the full; they were kept busy manning Lewis-gun posts in the bow and doing frequent life-boat drills. Any spare time was spent reading or playing cards. Many slept on deck just in case the boat was hit. How dangerous this zone could be was shown by the appearance of wreckage and a lifeboat from the torpedoed French transport Provence.

A heavy sea was encountered shortly after passing Malta, but there was no serious reoccurrence of Mai de Mer because the boat was large and consequently much less prone to pitch and roll. The men amused themselves in the evening with sing-songs. Private Tait who had previously complained about the officers again voiced his opinion:

‘Singing on board during the evening until stopped by the officers. Perhaps it is disturbing them and their excellent repast.’


[image: image]

Deck shuffle board on HMT Tunisian. In the centre is Captain Ivor Jackson.


Although the seas continued to be heavy, a Sunday Church Parade was held on deck.

Upon entering the Gulf of Lyon the weather improved allowing artistes from the 10th and 11th Battalions to perform in a farewell. The next morning the Tunisian entered Marseilles harbour; the view was impressive:

‘Ahead lay the port, in a gap between the gleaming white cliffs and backed by hills, surmounted here and there by the ruins of some old castle. In the distance the snow-capped Alpes Maritimes sparkled with a bluish tint in the glorious morning sun.’
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The first view of Marseille from the boat – Le Chateau d’If and the Frioul Islands.


CHAPTER FOUR

HORNSEA WITHOUT THE SEA: COLD AND MUDDY BUT MORE DEADLY

After disembarking around midday the battalion spent quite some time waiting on the docks, bivouacking under the dock sheds. German soldiers were employed in the area and Private Tait saw them at work:

‘They all appear ugly square-faced chaps, but possess splendid physique’. They were guarded by French troops who made an impression on the the men:

‘the French soldiers impressed us wearing blu and trousers’.
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Le Boche. A German soldier as viewed by a French artist. The sender wrote on the back ‘saw about 400 of him the other day, uglier by a long chalk. They were going to work escorted by a party of French soldiers’.


On arrival at the harbour station of the Paris-Lyons-Mediterranean Railway, they expected to be put in wagons designed for eight horses or forty men. However, their luck was in; the train consisted of third class carriages with compartments to hold just eight men and their equipment - luxury in comparison. The journey was going to take three days because of the speed of the train; progress was so slow that if a man got left behind on one of the numerous stops for exercise or brewing tea then he could easily catch up on foot. In his diary Private Tait recorded the sights:

‘Through France in a loco! Hills, dales and the River Rhone provide the basis of the most beautiful scenery. The houses are very old-fashioned and oxen replace horses in ploughing the fields. One is impressed by the politeness of the French. We are received with cheers everywhere. Girls throwing kisses, and the gentlemen raising their hats to us. We reach Lyon at midday, which is a beautiful city, possessing handsome buildings, and splendid bridges. Dinner at Macon, where we see several red + (Red Cross) trains full with French soldiers, pass through. At Chalon a French lady supplies the Coy. with kisses’. As the train got closer to the fighting the weather became colder:
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Each soldier in France had this sheet pasted into their Pay Book.


‘On the banks of the R. Seine. First sight of snow this winter. The cold is intense, and felt keenly by all’.

At around 11pm on 9 March the train stooped at its destination - Pont Remy. The battalion detrained into a snow storm and marched to their billeting area. The Battalion History records that: ‘At 4 a.m. we found ourselves in the streets of Longpré-les-Corps-Saints, a small town which was evidently on the army’s practical joke list, for we remembered passing through it in the train some hours before’.

There were no billets available and the battalion  had to wait in the snow until 7 am when the town mayor was prepared to get up. A and D Companies secured small, comfortable billets but B and C Companies found themselves in a stone-paved railway goods shed. Private Tait was not impressed but had by now become resigned to his personal misfortune:

‘B Coy is stowed away on the second floor of a large empty storage building, and part of C Coy are on the first floor. We are packed like very (sic) sardines in a box, but being under such conditions, and in a foreign country, what can you expect?’

 Being in a foreign land meant a foreign language and fortunately for the battalion an interpreter was attached to them on 14 March 1916.
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The battalion’s first destination in France, Longpré-les-Corps-Saints.


After only three days in Longpré, fifty-six men from B Company alone applied for commissions. What this meant can be left to the reader’s imagination. Longpré-les-Corps-Saints had not been affected by the war and still contained its pre-war shops:

‘Longpré is a town with many cafes and everything the soldiers need can be obtained, but at an enormous price.’

Fortunately for the men there was a YMCA hut in the town. What goods it had were sold at prices the soldiers could afford.

Soldiers generally moan about the food they receive or more often about the food they do not receive. While there may have been problems with accommodation, feet and training, at least there seemed to be no problem with the food:
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Many of the men could speak only a few words of school-boy French, so a book like this was sorely needed.


‘the rations are very good - plenty of tinned butter, jam, army and navy rations, beef, etc. A liberal supply of bread.’

Having been on the move for two weeks there was a back-log of mail for the battalion. However, much of it was lost on the P&O liner Maloya. The daily arrival of mail brought news from home but not all the news was welcome. Private Graystone recalled the effect that bad news could have. The soldier received news that:
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A typical French town in the battle area.


‘His three sisters and father had been blown to pieces by a bomb. The lad is roaming around the village half distracted.’ Private Pearson was also aware of this piece of news but his version of what happened is more accurate:

‘Two brothers in our company returned home on compassionate leave when their three sisters, coming downstairs in another raid were all killed by the blast at the front door. Such happenings did not help to improve our feelings towards the Germans…’

The two soldiers were Victor and Richard Ingamells of 8 Linnaeus Street, Hull. Just after midnight, during the air-raid of 5/6 March, a bomb landed in the middle of the road just opposite their house. The three sisters, Lottie (28), Martha (35) and Ethel (age unknown) were in the passage when they were killed by the blast. Their father and the youngest brother were in the back bedroom and were uninjured. The raid resulted in the deaths of sixteen people; a further fifty-two were injured.

In order for the battalion to take its place in the line, it was necessary for the men to undergo a period of:

‘Intense training, calculated to harden and acclimatise the Battalion; route marches, bayonet training and musketry on an improvised range, alternated with instruction in trench warfare and particularly with regard to gas attacks. Goggles were issued to combat tear-gas, and incessant practice with stuffy and elementary P.H. gas-helmets was necessary before they could be put on rapidly yet effectively.’

As usual Private Tait had noted down the daily happenings: ‘Monday March 13th

First route march in France - 4 hours of damned torture! We march at a terrific pace - many drop out and much straggling is the result. Nevertheless the battalion stick it well, but arrive back in an exhausted state. The band plays well, and helps us a great deal in keeping up. Many parade sick with bad feet.’

 Even nearly two weeks later the men were still suffering foot problems. When the battalion was detailed for the trenches, it was a three day march along poor roads. The first day of the march produced a record sick parade with over a hundred cases of blistered feet. However, by the time the battalion actually went into the trenches, the Brigade Diarist was able to report that the men had stood the march much better.

‘Thursday March 16th 

More clothing issued.

 Saturday March 18th 

Gas helmets issued.

Monday March 21st
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Just before going into the trenches for the first time the battalion were issued with steel helmets; these were heavy and caused headaches. Another problem were the PH gas helmets that were claustrophobic and restricted the wearer’s vision.


Fire 10 rounds for field practice. I secured a washout - very bad shooting by all.’ Hardly the stuff to make the Germans quake in their jackboots as the battalion diarist had hoped, when he wrote in September 1915 that the Germans would be:

‘Ruffled at the arrival of such formidable antagonists as the 10th East Yorkshires.

‘March 22nd

First demonstration with gas helmets. What an ordeal! Just as though one was going through the first stages of chloroform.’ Even though they were in France during winter the battalion were still marching wearing sun helmets which, when they became wet, resembled corrugated iron.

‘March 24th

Snowing nearly all day - cold intense. Short route march through snowstorm, in sun helmets! At last we receive trench caps after the march.’ On the same day that they received suitable head wear the battalion also received orders to move to the trenches. The journey from Longpré to the trenches near Engelbelmer was to take three long and painful days:

‘March 25th

Reveille 5.30 am Much bustle and confusion (as usual when moving is in process). We leave Longpré at 8 am. B Coy act as advance guards. No 6 Platoon - advance post. Many stoppages en route owing to railway crossings. Bridges destroyed and wooden structures replace them. The road is terribly rough in places, and by (the time) we arrive at our destination we are all absolutely beaten. The last hour - what torture! Many drop out, several faint.’

After an awful tea of greasy meat, the Battalion History records the issue of the first rum ration - Private Tait’s diary records it as 27 March just before they entered the trenches:

‘Our first rum ration was issued, with due solemnity by platoon commanders. One keen officer lectured his platoon very thoroughly beforehand on the reason for the issue, emphasising the care that had to be taken to see that every man received his exact ration, and concluding by remarking that any rum left over would have to be poured down the sink by him immediately. It is to be hoped that he never knew how certain of his men, anxious to prevent this waste, paraded before him three times, first in tunics, then without, and finally in greatcoats.’

Possibly these men were responsible for the many cases of drunkenness after the battalion had been paid on 14 March.
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The weather in Northern France was very different from that in Egypt. On arrival they
detrained into a blizzard.


‘March 26th

Leave the village of Flesselles at 8 am. After half an hours march a terrific rain, sleet and hail storm overtakes us. What a trance we are all in!’

 (They marched past empty lorries parked at the side of the road).

 The distance is not as great as marched the previous day, but the roads are worse. We pass down one road, where the Germans marched after the Battle of the Marne. Mud up to the ankles. Rain does not cease until after the third halt… I am sure we could sleep anywhere - everyone is absolutely dead tired.’

The next day’s march lay along roads which were occasionally shelled by the Germans so it was deemed necessary to issue the battalion with steel helmets. Rather than being a useful piece of equipment, they were classed as a nuisance:

‘The unaccustomed weight made it impossible to wear them without a headache and on no part of one’s equipment would they ride comfortably.’

Conditions were no better the next day. After a lecture by Lieutenant Hewson on conditions in the trenches the march continued:
  ‘March 27th 

2.30 pm on the march once more. Raining during the whole afternoon. Mud everywhere. How we revel in it! This is the worst march we have ever experienced.’ As they approached Engelbelmer they could see flares being fired from the trenches. As on the previous night, several men fainted on arrival at their barn billet.

Prior to the whole battalion entering the trenches, a select party of ten officers and forty NCOs had left on 22 March to ‘learn the ropes’ from 36st (Ulster) Division. They were lucky to be entering a quiet sector, where the aggressiveness of war was kept to a minimum; it was a tit-for-tat front. For as the Battalion History pointed out, they had many lessons to learn in the art of trench warfare.

The actual entry into the trenches is described by the Battalion History:

‘Late on March 28th “A,” “C,” and “D” Companies marched up to Auchonvillers and filed into the trenches to hold the sector in front of Beaumont Hamel… on the right and left flanks were the 11th East Yorkshires and the 15th West Yorkshires, while immediately in front lay Y-ravine, a strongly entrenched (German) position.’

Surprisingly, after all the mud on the march, the trenches were dry and well kept.

Although this was a quiet sector, death and wounding were still frequent and for men undergoing their baptism of fire such occurrences were upsetting. Constant danger came from German snipers, artillery, machine guns and trench mortars - known as Minenwerfers. They tumbled slowly through the sky and looked like a large oil drum:

‘We made acquaintance with the Minenwerfer, the first of which was greeted with derisive laughter as a “dud” because of the delay in going off.’ They were particularly active at morning and dusk ‘Stand To’, the period when the men in the front line stood on the fire step of the trench ready to repel any attackers using the changing light conditions to attack.’

 The battalion suffered its first fatality at dusk, during ‘Stand To’, on 29 March; he was Private Stanley Horsfield of C Company who was killed by a Minenwerfer. Private Aust was present in the front line when it happened:

‘Each dawn and dusk there was what was known as a “Stand To” when every man was stood at his “alarm post” ready for instant action. There was then a sharp artillery bombardment (known as a strafe) of the trenches by both sides for some 10/15 minutes which then died down to normal. At each “strafe” Gerry sent over 3 “minnies” (Trench mortar shell). At that time these were like 5 gallon oil drums filled with high explosive and shrapnel and you could see them turning over and over as they catapulted towards you - a very unnerving sight. Our first fatal casualty was caused by one of these. It was our battalion goalkeeper and a cynic is reported to have remarked, “He has stopped one at last”.’ Private Pearson was leaving the line as part of a ration party when it happened:

‘Away in front of me I heard a soft, dull plop. As I turned to see more clearly, there in front, somewhere between both lines of trenches and up above I spotted a dark blob, it could have been a bird but having reached a certain height it suddenly began to descend and the next moment there was a mighty crash somewhere in the region of our front line, and before we of the ration party moved off to meet the ration carts at the entrance to the trenches we had to make way for the stretcher bearers bringing out our first casualty from the front line casting a gloom over us for the rest of the night.’

The Battalion War Diary was more measured when it recorded the incident:

‘6.16 pm During Stand To - enemy fired three Minenwerfers -into trenches Q.10.9 killing one man. One failed to explode. Weather very cold with some snow. Casualties 1 O.R.’

Sniping was another source of casualties, generally fatal because the victim was usually hit in the head. C Company had been left behind the trenches in billets and were being used to supply working parties, carrying and fetching trench supplies and doing construction work around the trenches. On 30 March Private Tait left for the trenches on a working party and saw the results of a sniper:

‘Being our first time under fire many of us are in no joking mood. Directly we enter (the) trenches we see Wells of C Coy being carried out dead, (our second casualty). This upsets us a great deal, as he is a terrible sight.’

Snipers would creep out at night, throw bombs and then hide out in ‘No Man’s Land’ and wait for the unwary during the day, before disappearing back into the German lines. Private Graystone noted this a little later in the year:

‘Several Germans had come out under cover of darkness, planted themselves in shell holes and behind tree stumps and were promising themselves a good day’s work. One of them had crept up to no 6 Post and thrown bombs which made a considerable miserable mess. Another tried to do the same thing with our post, but we heard him creeping through the wires and emptied our magazines into the place where we thought he was and he never bothered us again.’

The cover of darkness allowed the tempo of trench life to increase. Stores could be brought up, parties would be sent out to strengthen and mend wire entanglements, digging trenches and saps and patrolling No Man’s Land. Lying out in front of this activity would be a group of bombers - the suicide squad, so-called because of the hazardous nature of the job. There was little time for sleep, and accidentally falling asleep at your post could result in a firing squad. Private Aust, who was a bomber for a while, was lucky that no-one noticed he was falling asleep when he was part of a protective screen for a wiring party:

‘Gerry’s trenches were about a 100 yards from ours and we laid out in an arc some 2 to 3 yards apart. I remember I was about “10 o’clock” in the arc and at first thought about all the horrible possibilities. Amazingly after a few minutes lying there I found myself nodding off to sleep and when I felt the NCO’s hand press on my back (the signal to withdraw) I nearly jumped out of my skin.’
 Unlike most units at the front, the Commercials were lucky to have taken over an area that contained some German trenches which the French had taken the previous year. The battalion support trench contained well-constructed dug-outs which the men were allowed to sleep in each day for a period of four hours.

While improving and digging trenches was hard work, it was a relatively safe activity. However, it could have an unpleasant side as Private Graystone found when he was improving a trench in an area that had previously been fought over. When they reached the original bottom of the trench it made them wish they had:

‘left the trench as it was., safe or not, for the stench coming out of the soil is horrible. It is discoloured with decomposed blood - enough to give anyone the fever.’

 Further digging produced pieces of uniforms and equipment from three nationalities., bits of bodies and grave markers. One marker indicated that the grave contained forty German soldiers. This was not a pleasant thought as they continued to expand the trench:
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The first death in action was Private Stanley Horsfield - the first of many.


‘I hope we do not stumble across their bodies. I have seen one already and it was enough for me.’ In the trenches occupied by the battalion was a large sap which was being driven under No Man’s Land, by a Royal Engineer company. This was in preparation for the laying of a large mine which would be exploded at the start of the offensive scheduled for the end of June. The digging was done by the battalion and the engineers. Working in the tunnels was hard and dangerous work: German engineers countermined the British tunnels, they were often invaded from an adjacent enemy tunnel, the air in them quickly became stale and they could collapse at any moment. A few hours working in such tunnels was enough:

‘Early morning - down (the) sap. The sap is a remarkable depth - practically no means of ventilation. The heat is terrific and we work hard removing sand bags. At 6 am we leave for billets in a dazed condition.’

Private Beeken also experienced the hazardous work:

‘Sappers made the tunnel and we had to drag the soil, etc in sand bags to the exit. This was very hard work for the tunnel was so low and narrow. The lighting was by candles held in place on the sides. We were each given a section of the tunnel and the bags were dragged in relays from one section to another and so to the mouth of the tunnel. Here the bags were emptied at night, the soil being thrown out of the trench.
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A British trench after receiving a direct hit from a Minenwerfer. Repairing such damage was an ongoing task for soldiers on both sides.


‘One day we had great difficulty in breathing and the candles often went out. The following day a pump was placed in the trench and air was pumped to the far end of the tunnel.’

The danger of working in such saps is amply illustrated by Private Pearson’s experience just before 1 July:

‘One morning, four others and myself were somehow squeezed into our little trench shelter after stand-down, a square hole about 5 feet by 5 feet and about 3 feet high with some pieces of old timber and corrugated iron covered with about 12 inches of earth on top and in this we were trying to sleep when we heard halting footsteps on the duckboards drawing near. Drawing aside the sand-bag curtain which served as door we saw an officer of the Royal Engineers looking distressed and dishevelled, propped upon the trench side trying to say “Come and help”.

‘We all tumbled out to help and learned that he and his men were sappers, digging an underground sap out from our front line to the German front line which was all part of trench warfare. The Germans, suspecting this had dug a counter sap to intercept ours and that night had blown in the end of our tunnel whilst our men were off duty and asleep in their “rest” room. Not only did they blow the end in but they then blew poison gas through and of course gassed the men as they slept, the officer only escaping as he was sleeping more or less at the main entrance.

‘We quickly put on our gas masks and led by the officer we made our way to and into the sap with one of our chaps in front with a rifle and a bomb, for we could not be sure yet that the enemy were not in there too, and what a sight met our eyes, those poor chaps gasping in what had been their sleep and now frothing at the mouth.

‘Quickly we improvised stretchers to get them out to the fresh air where they were picked up by the stretcher bearers who had been summoned by the officer and were soon on their way to hospital.’

Whether any of them survived is not known.

Morning Stand To meant the coming of day, a decrease in activity and the chance to try and catch some sleep. It was also looked forward to for a different reason - the rum ration. While most men partook, a few regarded it with distaste and disgust. Private Pearson was one such soldier:

‘The rum ration was steadfastly refused, not so much upon religious principles but because I naturally hated all thought, smell or proximity of the stuff. None of the persuasions or advice of the company commander could cause me to change my mind because, although (sic) I was a temperance man I could not forget the sight I saw so often back in Hull of pleading mothers and hungry children clinging to their mothers skirts at the doorways of the Oriental and other public houses on pay day when their husbands and fathers were inside drinking (spending) their hard won earnings on booze, whilst wife and children went hungry.’
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There was a lot to get used to in the trenches.A British postcard pokes fun at soldiers who were new to the frontline.


However, to many, the daily rum ration was of vital importance:

‘many folks at home might think it unnecessary or even improper, but anyone who has to endure the hardships, the devastation and the horrors… is only too glad of it… of something to produce oblivion, to blot out the misery of the very recent past so that his mind can rest, until the next time.’

Much has been written about the live-and-let-live system of trench warfare; that it really existed is shown by the experiences of Privates Graystone and Tait. In his diary entry for 6 April Private Tait noted:

‘This battle front can be described as quiet. e was a to get used to in Engelbelmer is the headquarters of the Brigade trenches. ritish postcard and is not shelled or bombed, as there is a pokes fun at soldiers who were mutual agreement with the enemy that we shall new o e fron ine. not shell their headquarters and they shall not shell ours. It is a kind of a tit for tat business. If we send a bomb into their trenches they send half a dozen into ours. If we wish to remain quiet the enemy will do the same, hence we seem to have the upper hand. Certainly we have the advantage with artillery fire, for every six we send they can only reply with one… The enemy use their machine guns a great deal, especially for sniping. At night they practise sweeping a foot above our parapet with the above, and anyone with their head above “goes west”.’

Private Hyde was sniped on 17 April while in a forward sap.

Private Graystone was detailed for a wiring party which had to replace and add wire to the entanglements at Post 7. Wiring could be a highly visible job, especially when Very Lights went up. The temptation was to lie flat but the men had to learn to remain motionless in the position they were in. Bright light distorts shadows, making it easy to mistake tree stumps and rats for Germans. Graystone, a teacher from Hull, knew it would be a nervy job but it was essential: company commander could cause me to change my mind because, although (sic) I was a temperance man I could not forget the sight I saw so often back in Hull of pleading mothers and hungry children clinging to their mothers skirts at the doorways of the Oriental and other public houses on pay day when their husbands and fathers were inside drinking (spending) their hard won earnings on booze, whilst wife and children went hungry.’
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A forward sap in the German lines. These were lonely and dangerous places, especially at night. The barbed wire in front of the sap is movable to allow egress to troops.


‘At 10pm the message was passed down the line that three of us were over the parapet, and we lost no time in getting down to work… We made a fearful noise in the process but it could not be helped and we certainly didn’t care. The Germans did not disturb us in the least, though they certainly both heard us and saw us. We were not long in finding out the reason for this: they had a party out among their own wires. They laughed and talked as they worked, so we followed suit. It was a case of tit for tat and the confidence of both parties - less than 50 yards apart - was surprising. About 1 am there was a sudden silence: the German wirers had departed. We knew at once that we should have to go too or we should get it hot. However we lingered on as there was much to do.

‘Then the Germans did a very sporting thing. They knew exactly where we were and could have blown us to eternity had they so wished. But they restrained their fire. Instead they dropped flares amongst us just to warn us that it was time to clear out, so we took the hint and hopped over the parapet into the safety of the trench.’

Private Graystone was lucky. The War Diary records a similar situation, but in this instance the battalion called down an artillery barrage on the German working party.

For the men in the trench it had been a period in which they learned a lot very quickly; not all of it had been learned in the trenches. For some soldiers were now versed in moving around in No Man’s Land; Sergeant Coates was one of these men. Two nights before the end of the first tour in the line, there was a heavy artillery bombardment to the south of the battalion’s sector as well as considerable machine gun activity on both flanks. With all this activity going on, Battalion HQ decided that this was a good time to inspect a supposed enemy sap. Sergeant W S. Coates and six men were given the unenviable job of crossing No Man’s Land to find out if the sap existed and, if it did, whether it was inhabited; fortunately for the patrol they were not spotted and were able to inform HQ that the sap existed and was being worked on. Sergeant Coates, who had served in Egypt, remained a front line infantryman for the whole of the war, although not with the Commercials - in 1918 he was transferred to the KOYLI and was demobilised on 15 February 1919 just under 4½ years after he had enlisted.

The next night another patrol went out. And so it went on.

The first tour in the line ended on 3 April, with total casualties of two dead and one man wounded by shrapnel - this was Private Jesse Fenton (10/183). Earlier in the day the battalion had been visited by Brigadier General Parker of 92 Brigade and Brigadier General King of the relieving brigade. By midnight, the battalion, except for four officers and sixteen men who were assisting the relieving battalion, were marching to Engelbelmer for a sleep and clean-up prior to marching five miles to the huts at Bertrancourt for a period of rest.
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How a communication trench was supposed to look. This one in use by the French.


Rest in army parlance is not rest in a civilian sense as the men found out when;

‘for a week we became one gigantic working party, usually all available officers and about 600 other ranks assembling each day under Major Carver for work under the direction of the REs, opening out old trenches or digging new ones near Colincamps, carrying heavy materials for the construction of dugouts or gun emplacements, and re-surfacing the narrow roads which were pitted with shell holes.’ After a hard day’s rest the battalion were liable for call-out to the trenches if it was thought a German attack was imminent:‘

9 pm - Terrific bombardment for 1½ hours by the British Artillery. The flashes from the gun light up the surrounding country. Such a noise that I find sleep impossible. The German machine guns rattle like hell. At 10pm we are called out and pack up - blankets rolled and we are ready to move within 15 minutes of the alarm - a bit smart! All transports are loaded and horses stand by ready. We stand to for about three quarters of an hour and are then dismissed, the alarm being over. Sleep obtained at midnight and everything is settled again, as though nothing had happened.’

They were so busy resting that there was little time to train! When they went into support on 11 April they were probably looking forward to a rest, but once again the army had a different interpretation for being in support - it was something like what the battalion had experienced in ‘rest’. The Battalion History recalled:
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A communication trench as they often appeared. This one ran through a civilian cemetery on the Somme.


‘We were now to have our first big experience of supplying working parties to the trenches by night. Strong parties spent their time nightly under the RE’s, either in pushing trolleys laden with coils of barbed wire, ‘corkscrews’, ‘concertinas’, ‘gooseberries’, and sump boards’ down the light railway from Euston Dump to the support lines, or else they filled in the dark hours with the eternal digging, stumbling back with picks and shovels to their cosy barns miles away in Courcelles at dawn. Almost did it seem better to be holding the line.’

[Sump boards - slatted planks for the bottom of the trench. Concertinas - wire used for entanglements; when touched, it coiled about the intruder. Sometimes barbed, sometimes not. Corkscrews - a metal stake for supporting barbed-wire, shaped not unlike a corkscrew. It did not have to be knocked into the ground but was screwed in, with little or no noise. Gooseberries - reels of barbed wire; also a cluster of wire used as an entanglement.]

After this period of support the battalion moved into the trenches again, this time in front of Colincamps. The front line ran through four small copses named Matthew, Mark, Luke and John; four copses which soon became famous. By now the cold weather had gone, to be replaced by rain.

The writer of the Brigade War Diary recorded that for 17 to 19 April the weather (was):

‘Very bad. Rain all the time.’
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Severe trench flooding was common on both sides of the front and was the occasion for many jokes.


And for 20 and 21 April:

‘Very bad. Rain.’

 These appalling conditions are echoed by the Battalion History which records that:
 ‘Rain began to fall and continued without a break for three days, so that the long waterproof capes, the gift of Lady Nunburnholme to each man, proved very useful.’ Of further assistance over the next tour would be the newly issued, ‘Boots, gum, thigh’.

There was nowhere for the rain to drain away to, so it stayed in the trenches, getting deeper, creating mud and making movement very difficult. The trenches were little better than ditches and few dugouts were usable - there was nowhere to go to get out of the rain. Apart from making life miserable, constantly wet feet can develop the condition known as Trench foot, which may need hospitalisation. The antidote was supposed to be whale oil:

‘we conscientiously rubbed our feet with whale oil, but this did not stop the occurrence of ‘trench feet’, a number of the more serious cases being sent out of the line to hospital.’

 On 18 April the mud could hold together no longer as the Battalion War Diary noted:

‘Mark trench fell in in parts during day owing to heavy rain causing subsidence and it was impossible to clear and prevent further subsidence. A coy’s trenches at night completely waterlogged. Working parties could not work owing to state of trenches. Three officer patrols out at night exploring No Man’s Land and wire.’

 Private Tait noted on 16 April that the trenches were in a very bad condition with mud up to the knee. Such conditions did not stop the Germans; three soldiers in A Company including his stepbrother, Frank Cocker, were wounded that night in the German bombing attacks. By 18 April weather conditions were worse:

‘Raining every day since we have been back in the trenches. Mud worse than ever in this part. We stand in the open trench all night. Everyone is so miserable.’ And on 19 April:

‘Still raining. Troops in very bad condition. We are covered from head to foot with mud.’

As usual Post 7 had problems; conditions at this post were always the worst. Private Graystone noted in his diary that:

‘it was even worse than expected. It was quite isolated and the Germans shelled it quite relentlessly.’

In places the water was waist deep. Even in the mud and waist deep water the war went on:

‘Dawn of an eventful day. At 5pm the Germans play hell with us. A grand bombardment is directed against our line and communicating trenches. Whiz-bangs., high explosive shells., and trench mortars play havoc with our trenches. Happily very few casualties are reported. I spend night in listening post - lying in water. In a dazed condition when relieved. Battalion leaves trenches at midnight being relieved by the West Yorks. The Germans still shell us severely. Evidently they knew of the relieving of the battalion. Everyone is absolutely whacked. Fatigued and weary we all drop out on the road sides. What a terrible night! We manage to straggle along - walking in twos and threes. At last I reach Courselles (sic) where the Rev Kedward provides us with hot tea and buns. How we enjoyed it. Once more we resume our weary tramp. I am on my own now. Several fellows in a pitiful condition drop out on the road side and sleep. It is just like some great retreat! How pleased I was when I reached our destination., Bus (Bus-en-Artois). Guides were placed on every road to show the worn-out and footsore men their way.’

Another soldier recalled sinking:
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Constant immersion in cold water without the prospect of drying out caused considerable numbers of men to be evacuated from the trenches with trench foot. A leaflet issued to officers explaining how to reduce such problems.


‘On to what seemed to be a grassy bank by the roadside and slept. I remember my head being raised by an RE and a kindly voice saying, “Drink this., chum”. How delicious the tea tasted and how soft and cosy the bank felt, until on trying to rise I found myself embedded in a heap of mud.’

 After four sleepless days and nights they were allowed to sleep and then rest.

However, mud could have its positive side. Food was another constant concern for the front-line soldier. Cooking in the front line was difficult because the smoke drew the enemy’s attention., unless it was done in a dug-out, which would fill up with smoke and possibly asphyxiate the cook. Every day ration parties would return to battalion in order to get food, often just bread, jam, cheese and bacon, all thrown together in a sack which often contained a loose mix of tea leaves and sugar for a brew. Occasionally, something slightly warm might arrive. The soldiers were generally hungry most of the time. Anything that could be eaten, would be eaten, as Private Pearson recalled:
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Here a German artillery officer views the British lines through a rangefinder.


‘In this sector of the line the ration limbers were in some cases able to travel across country and come right up to headquarters with the rations at night. To do this they had in some cases to cross trenches by bridges built by the Royal Engineers, no easy task for the drivers who had to guide their frightened mules across these bridges in all conditions, sometimes with mud up to the axles. One night, a particularly filthy night made worse by the enemy shelling, one mule slipped from the bridge into the trench below and stuck there upside down completely blocking the trench. A party of fifty men with ropes failed to move it and accordingly it had to be shot and the battalion butchers then carved it up.’

 After a day’s real rest the battalion was once again given over to the tender mercies of the Royal Engineers for working parties. However, unlike the previous rest period, this time, the battalion was able to train. Snipers were trained and had their rifles fitted with telescopic scopes, more men were trained as Lewis gunners as the number of such guns in the battalion was increased to eight. Gas drill was not neglected:

‘chemically-soaked P.H. helmets were tested on Easter Sunday by the very direct method of sending officers and all ranks through a hut full of gas, while the gas-instructor stood by watching for casualties. As a final test the men, after donning gas-helmets in the regulation time - a few seconds - were ordered to attack in full battle order a mythical enemy 100 yards distant at the double. After fifty yards uphill the ranks were seen to thin rapidly, while
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Whenever either side suspected something untoward was going on, it called for an artillery barrage. A night-time barrage taken from the British reserve lines.


very few reached their objective, breathing being so difficult.’ And, just in case the battalion should ever be cut off, the men were trained to use carrier pigeons.

While on rest, the men visited the divisional baths and were issued with the luxury of clean clothes. The battalion had managed to get a disinfector for the lice-infested clothes and blankets (a thousand of which were cleaned in one day) bringing temporary relief from the lice problem.

Rest was over and the battalion marched once more; first into support and then to relieve whichever battalion was holding the front line. They had joined a fixed pattern of events from which only death, wounding, posting, or the end of the war would remove them from. Even at this early stage of their war, the battalion looked out for the visual, mythical clue to the end of the war; three green flares fired simultaneously. The only other way out was for your parents to send in your birth certificate showing that you were under age.

Under-age enlistment had largely been ignored at the start of the war and there were many such soldiers in each battalion. The Battalion War Diary does not record the loss of under-age soldiers but a sister battalion, the 12th did; between August and December 1916 it notes the loss of fourteen such experienced soldiers. Fortunately for the 12th Battalion, one soldier who had joined under-age, Private John Cunningham had become 18 by November; if his parents had sent in his birth certificate prior to that he would not have won the Victoria Cross on 13 November 1916.

Private Tait was just under seventeen when he was released from the army. In his diary he recalled the experience:

‘Monday June 19th

Trenches cancelled. Expects to go in on Wednesday. See Col. re my discharge. 4pm leave Acheux by train - destination 31st Div Base Etaples. I leave old Battalion with regret but nevertheless I am Happy to think I am going home. Home! - What luxury that word implies. I am very sorry for Frank, as we have always been keen pals together. 10pm - arrival at Abbeville where we wait in station.
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Rations often came up to the front line in sandbags, everything was thrown in together.


‘Tuesday June 20th

Still in station. Plenty of eatables obtainable but funds low. There is a splendid Expeditionary Force Canteen here. We are not permitted to go into town. Leave Abbeville at 2.30pm and arrive at Etaples 4.45 pm. It is a huge camp in very pretty surroundings. There are numerous YMCA’s, Regt. Institutes, clubs, etc. The whole place is simply packed with soldiers, mostly Australians and Scotchmen (sic). I spend the night in a decent Bell tent.

‘Friday June 23rd

Leave Etaples by 3.43 pm train. Arrived at Boulogne late - dash for boat and just manage it. Across the channel within an hour and a half - Arrival at Folkestone. Leave Folkestone 8.15 pm. Arrive Victoria 11pm. Departure from Kings Cross 11.45 pm. 4am -Arrival at York. Wait for 6.35 am train to Beverley. Arrive at Beverley at 8 am and proceed to the Victoria Barracks (Regimental HQ) where I secure a good breakfast. Immediately after breakfast I enjoy a delightful bath and change into civilian clothes. I am put into A Coy for the time being. All I am waiting for are my papers.

‘Friday June 30th

In civilian life - once more!’

 This was to be repeated on numerous occasions until the army finally withdrew all under-age soldiers from action in 1918. Unfortunately for them, they were not sent home but put into Young Soldier Battalions to be sent back to the front when they were old enough. James Tait was more fortunate, he was not drafted until September 1917, when he joined the Durham Light Infantry, being posted the 7th Battalion in France in April 1918. He survived the war and died at the age of seventy-eight.

Soldiers posted to other units, sent on courses, commissioned directly or sent to Officer Cadet Battalions, constituted a slow but constant drain on trained manpower. As with death or wounding, the loss of each man generally meant an untrained replacement would arrive. Initially these would be from the depot company but the number of original Commercials who had stayed behind was small and quite quickly any newcomers would come from the general East Yorkshire regimental pool, that is, either the 3rd, 9th or 14th Battalions. Fortunately, initially, most of these still came from Hull, so the flavour of the battalion was not affected.

During the war a large number of the battalion were transferred to other regiments or Corps, often as the result of being wounded. When recovered, those still graded as fit for front line service would join a general pool of reserves when they returned to France, passing through the dreaded ‘Bull-ring’ at Etaples, and would then be sent to join whichever battalion had the greatest need at that time. Some would be lucky and return to the Commercials but most would join another regiment which recruited in Army District 5 - basically north-east part of England. The most common transfers were to the Durham Light Infantry, the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, the Northumberland Fusiliers, the West Riding Regiment, the West Yorkshire Regiment and the Yorkshire Regiment. Looking at the 1915 Star Medal rolls, you can see that by the end of the war, men of the Commercials were serving in infantry units ranging from the South Lancs and the Royal Scots down to the London Regiment, the Oxford and Bucks Light Infantry and across the Irish Sea to the Royal Dublin Fusiliers.

Soldiers were not just transferred to other infantry regiments; many were sent to join the various corps, with considerable numbers joining the Royal Engineers and the Army Service Corps. By the end of the war men of the battalion could be found in the Army Veterinary Corps, the Pay Corps, the Royal Artillery, the Royal Air Force, the Army Ordnance Corps, the Military Foot Police and so on; two even became officers with the Royal Naval Reserve - probably as members of the Royal Naval Division.

Those whose injuries were not bad enough for a medical discharge were transferred to the Labour Corps or the Royal Defence Corps. By the end of the war, rather unusually, or possibly because they really were the lucky 10th, there were still 125 of the original battalion (officers and men) serving in the battalion - eight per cent of the original battalion.

The Battalion War Diary lists these steady losses:

‘1/4/16

7.30 pm No 750 Pte Ives proceeded to 4th Army

H.Q. as typist. 13/4/16

No. 895 Pte Fell B Coy attached to 8th Corps H.Q. as Clerk 15/4/16

 Captain W.P. Horsley and 11 O.R (being personnel of 92/1  Stokes Light Trench Mortar Battery) struck off strength of this unit

22/4/16

LCpl Walsh B. Coy 10/216. proceeded to 4th Army HQ for duty with Intelligence Branch on probation.’

Mention earlier has been made of the Germans appearing to know when a trench relief was to be made. One day there appeared a notice board on which the enemy displayed the colours of the brigade, in the form of a flag. On 14 May, the day they were due to be relieved by a battalion of 93 Brigade, the colours were changed for those of 93 Brigade. Whether it was just guessing is not known, but they were not always correct. Two days previously they had changed the flag to that of another brigade in the division. This same German unit also had a notice board which had a daily message for the British troops opposite. In perfect English, a message would appear overnight such as: ‘Peace in three weeks’ or: ‘We have more bombs in this trench than you have in the whole of England’. One showed their war-weariness: ‘France is beaten, Russia is beaten, England is beaten, Germany is beaten. Let’s throw up the sponge’.

Death was an ever-present part of trench life. Soldiers expected that they might get killed by the enemy but not by their own side. However, this did happen through accidents, through shells falling short and at night, out in No Man’s Land.

Every night it was necessary for the wire to be examined so that repairs could be made if needed. This was a dangerous job because snipers watched the fixed points of leaving the trench to do this. Each side had its snipers, eagle eyed and accurate shots. Private J W Graystone was a target one night not long after the battalion had arrived in France. He was detailed to check the wire and left the trench at midnight. Shortly after leaving the trench he became, unknown to him, a target:

‘When I climbed over the parapet at midnight to examine the wire, a 2nd Hull sniper spotted me and, thinking I was a German, brought his rifle up to shoot. Just as he was pulling the trigger, his corporal who had seen me leave our lines knocked the rifle aside. And I was blissfully unconscious of it, and congratulating myself on how safe I was.’

He was later told of his lucky escape by a patrol from the same battalion.

The dead were beyond suffering but their presence caused pain to the men. While a fatality at night could quickly be taken away on a stretcher, or in a sandbag, whichever was the more appropriate; during the day it was more of a problem as it was difficult to leave the trench undetected. The answer was that bodies had to be left there and dealt with later:

‘The two bodies (killed earlier in the morning of 30 May) have been lying beside us all day in a pool of blood. It is a pity that they cannot be buried at once for the sight of them is a severe trial to the nerves of the strongest. They lie there - an awful lesson of war. May God send us peace!’

Whether the corpse was that of a friend or not, it still put an edge on the day, but more so when it was a friend Private Galt, killed in action 31 May, was a soldier who was popular with everyone:

‘It has been rather dismal looking today, for we have had the dead body of an old pal lying alongside of us all day - awaiting burial at dusk. It is hard to look on the dead face of one with whom we used to laugh and talk during those happy times at Hornsea and Ripon.’ The two deaths at the start of the 4th tour in the lines (an unknown sergeant from a Hampshire Battalion and Private Gale) resulted in carefully planned retribution the next afternoon. Private Graystone described the scene in his diary:

‘Stokes guns and tons of ammunition, bombs and “footballs” were taken up into the emplacements and all preparations were made to give the Germans a warm time. Machine guns were trained on all the enemy’s communication trenches to stop them running from the front line when the strafe began. Punctually at 2pm the first “football” was fired, so we craned our heads over the parapet to watch the fun. I have never seen the German trenches fly up in the air so much as they did today.’
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A British burial party.
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The remains of the sugar factory (Sucrerie) near Colincamps. A cemetery in which to bury the soldiers killed in the area in front of Serre, was built near-by.


They were pleased to be getting their own back, so pleased that they got carried away and climbed on top of the parapet only to be met with snipers’ bullets. It appeared that a sniper had hit his target as one of the men dropped, rather than fell, but:

‘He quietly got up, took off his helmet and examined it and laughed. A bullet had passed through his helmet and just grazed his head – “parted his hair in the middle” as he put it.’
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Cemeteries were carefully looked after when it was possible, often by the units whose men were buried there.


 An ‘eye for an eye’ meant that the other side was likely to respond. What damage was done to the German trenches or whether they sustained any casualties is unknown. Their retaliation was short but effective, consisting of some ‘coal-boxes’ which landed accurately in the battalion’s trenches; men were wounded, some becoming ‘Blighty’ cases (having to go back to England for treatment). Being wounded was not always a bad thing. As a result of this strafe, one man was seen leaving the line with a broken jaw and a big gash in his cheek but with a big smile on his face - he knew he was going home. One ‘coal-box’ explosion buried six men, who, fortunately, were extracted and saved from suffocation by the efforts of their friends. The six buried men became shellshock cases.

Corpses had to be buried; often this was at a place on the march to the trenches. On this front, the main burial area was Sucrerie Cemetery, directly on the march to the front. Seeing this whenever you left or entered the trenches was unnerving:

‘Just before reaching the ruins we caught sight of the cemetery in which the bodies of those killed in our trenches are buried. There were dozens more white crosses erected, and several parties of pioneers were still opening new graves. Nearby lay the bodies of several poor lads awaiting interment.’

Shellshock was a general diagnosis for an unknown ailment. If it happened to officers they were thoroughly rested, but the same was not true for the other ranks. In some cases, though not in the case of this battalion, men were shot for desertion because they could take no more - they were often shellshocked. Only the worst cases of shellshock would be hospitalised. It was a slow drain on the battalion:

‘11.5.16 One O.R. suffering from shell shock

12.5.16 One O.R. suffering from shell shock

13.5.16 1 O.R. wounded shell shock.

Known shellshock cases during 1916 were:

Pte. David Boddy

Pte. Alfred Conman

Pte. Archie Lamming - later transferred to the Royal Engineers

Pte. Thomas Lidgard

CSM Bernard Littlewood - later transferred to the Machine Gun Corps

Pte. Percy Murray

Pte. Harry Pickard

Pte. Harold Walsh - later a Corporal in the Labour Corps. All survived the war.

Although the battalion suffered a number of men wounded, three soldiers only had been killed during the eleven weeks they had been in France. The battalion seemed to lead a charmed life, experiencing the heaviest bombardments but coming through safe. During one afternoon strafe, the whizz-bangs smashed up half the battalion front:
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Many casualties were caused by shell splinters. This photo shows the sort of damage that could be inflicted.


‘and gave us the biggest shaking up it has ever been our fortune to receive. I quite expected at any moment to see our parapet come flying down - with us underneath. A lot of the shells brought us to our knees and some flat on our stomachs, but almighty God spared us we are earning the name of the “Lucky Tenth”.’

And then nature decided to join in; it teemed with rain. The trenches were soon awash and everyone was covered in mud.

Further evidence of their luck is shown by the battalion working all night on its parapet without interruption while the next battalion along suffered considerable casualties from a lengthy German artillery barrage. Even with all this going on the army did not forget the things that matter in life, like losing your mess tin cover, as Private Beeken found out:

‘One morning coming off duty, I noticed my mess tin cover was wet. The sun was shining so I put the cover on the parados to dry. I lay down in the bottom of the trench to sleep. There was a loud explosion and I woke up with earth falling on me. A shell had hit the parados and my mess tin cover had disappeared…

‘After our tour, we went to huts in Warnimont Wood, a lovely quiet place where we had a thorough rest.

‘On the second morning of the rest, I found I was to be charged for losing the mess tin cover, I had reported the loss for I wanted a new replacement.

‘Well I was escorted to the orderly room by the sergeant and marched inside. I stood to attention before the Colonel, who was to try the case. The terrible charge was duly read out. I was asked for an explanation of how I had lost a mess tin cover. I gave it. There was absolute silence in the room. Nothing happened. There I was standing to attention before my judge waiting for the verdict.

‘At last, the adjutant who was on the Colonels left nudged the Colonel’s elbow. The great man gave a start and said, “Three days’ C.B. and value of the cover to be deducted from your pay”.

‘So I was condemned to three days of pack drill and all the fatigue work which could be found in the camp.

‘I went out of the room. What were my thoughts? Eight pence were deducted from my pay and duly recorded in my pay book. I didn’t say anything to anybody.’

Fearing the worst, he was to find his luck was in:

‘In the morning I reported to begin my punishment but I was told that when wanted I would be informed. Well, I was not confined to the barracks and I did no pack drill.’

 Between their arrival in France and the Somme Offensive the battalion did six tours in the line. Each followed the same basic pattern with days in rest, in support and then in the line. In each phase, of each tour, the activities were basically the same, although some of the rest periods might be longer than others, like the one between 30 April and 15 May which was one long working party. However, when the work was done, the time was their own. They had time to notice the birds singing and the trees bursting into leaf:
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Trench raiding was not a popular pastime. Many units had special sections whose only function was to raid and patrol. Raiders generally carried knives, revolvers, coshes, grenades and knobkerries in preference to rifles which were unwieldy, at speed, in the trenches.


‘Spend many a pleasant afternoon - the band playing every day. Although these working parties are a nightmare, we enjoy these beautiful afternoons… Back early and spend enjoyable evening rambling through some woods. How could we imagine a war existing when everything appears so peaceful?… when we shelter in this peaceful harbour we think how absurd it is to be at war, and how the folly of it all is brought home to us!’

The last day of the fourth tour, 4 June, was the day the battalion’s luck ran out. Trench raiding was a normal activity on 31 Division’s front; it was used to irritate the Germans, to keep them and the British soldiers on their toes, instil martial spirit in the troops and of course damage German fortifications and gain intelligence. Working on a tit-for-tat principle, such activity on one side could bring down the ‘wrath of God’ on the other.

A trench raid was to take place at 12.30 am on 4 June by a raiding party of the 11th East Lancashire Regiment (Accrington Pals) from the trenches held by the Commercials. It was certain that the enemy would retaliate, and as the trenches were in a poor condition, heavy casualties to A and C Companies were certain. Permission to pull back to the new support trenches which were much safer was sought but permission was refused. The men would have to stand and take whatever the Germans threw at them.
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The trenches from the air. German trenches on the right. Between the two opposing trenchlines can be seen the forward saps sticking out into ‘No Man’s Land’. Note the amount of shelling that has occurred towards the bottom left and the closeness of the saps.


The dark faced raiders arrived in the trenches at dusk, armed with domestic axes, revolvers and bombs and settled down to wait. At midnight the British artillery barrage on the German front line commenced; when, at 12.30 am it advanced to the next trench line the raiders left the trenches and advanced across No Man’s Land. Private Pearson saw the raiders arrive:

‘That particular evening I stood at the gateway of headquarters and watched that party of raiders march past on their way to the line, with blackened faces and all the paraphernalia of trench warfare, singing and whistling and somehow I felt real sad for them.’

German retaliation was swift; within ten minutes they were shelling the first, second and third lines.

The Battalion History recorded that:

‘hostile retaliation was prompt and heavy, and continued until 1-40, some twenty minutes after our guns had ceased, and every available German gun seemed to be firing on the short sector held by A and C Companies. The front line trenches were blown in almost beyond recognition, scarcely a fire-bay remaining intact. As expected, casualties came rapidly, but the men stood up heroically to a rain of shells to which they could not reply.’ Private Pearson went to bed as usual:

‘My bed those nights was on top of all the rolls of blankets stored there till the troops came out again, the warmest and most comfortable bed I ever had in those days but suddenly my sleep was abruptly ended by the intensity and thunder of the guns firing up the line and I knew the raid was in progress. It continued sporadically for quite some time and eventually ended completely except for the odd gun and I returned to my sleep but was up again early the next morning to hear the latest news.’ This was Private Aust’s first heavy barrage; fortunately for him he was in D Company and therefore not in the front line:

‘after about three minutes the German counter barrage came down and Bill Busby (my aptly named co-sentry and a fine soldier) and I spent most of our time being blown off the firestep and climbing up again.’ Private Tait, under-aged and waiting for his discharge papers, was also lucky; he was in B Company:

‘We were warned beforehand of the bombardment and we all are compelled to Stand To. No one who has not been through such a ‘hell’ can possibly conceive any idea of its devastation. It was a very hell upon earth. The shells screech overhead creating a weird sensation. B Coy was in the second line and we had many narrow escapes. You hear an approaching shell screeching through the air. It comes overhead and then one calls up one’s utmost nerve power  to withstand the shock. There is a flash across the eyes, then a deafening report, followed by part of the parapet tumbling on top of one. I think several times that it is the last time I shall see daylight. The strafing was appalling. This lasted for an hour and then immediately afterwards we rushed down to the front line to dig the poor fellows out. What a sight! Dead and wounded are strewn everywhere. The front line is blown to hell. Soon wounded were being carried out; - some on stretchers, others struggling along with the help of a comrade. Very few stretchers were available. The dead are thrown aside until the wounded are all away. It was a veritable nightmare!’

Twenty years after the incident an unknown officer (decorated in 1918 for bravery in a similar situation), then a private in A Company, wrote down his recollections of the night:

‘It is difficult after twenty years to remember all the names, but I know I was in a bay with six men. Within a few minutes of the opening of the bombardment, a shell fell immediately behind the trench and two men were hit. One, Tich West, who was next to me, was struck high up in the back. Lifting him, I placed him across my knee and was endeavouring to rip his tunic to fix his field dressing when another shell blew in the parados, burying us all. Fortunately, the trench had been banked up with a lot of new sandbags, so that for a few minutes at any rate, some air came through the crevices, which would not have been the case if the parados had been of earth alone. I was buried in a kneeling position, grasping a man I then knew to be dead. One forgets time in such circumstances, and how long I was so fixed I do not know. However, Sam Conyers came from the next bay to pull away the bags and was killed in the act. The platoon sergeant then made an attempt, but was badly wounded, and finally I believe my rescue was completed by Joe Allen, who got my head free, which was all that could then be done. I believe the rest of the men in the bay were all killed. By this time the front of the trench had gone altogether, and I was in the open, pinioned from the shoulders downwards and unable to move until the shelling ceased, when someone freed my arms and gave me an entrenching tool to dig the rest of myself out. I suppose that I must have been somewhat lightheaded, for I remember singing and telling my leg I could not possibly go without it, until a young newly-joined officer, who was doing heroic work digging others out, bid me shut up for fear the Germans heard me and came across.’

At the end of the bombardment the front line trenches were blown in almost beyond recognition with hardly a fire-bay left intact. When the shelling stopped the supporting companies were able to go forward to extract the wounded, many of whom were buried - frantic digging went on for hours to make sure everybody was got out.

Private Tait recorded:

‘Casualties - 26 killed and about 60 wounded. We are relieved at 6 pm but parties remain behind to bury our dead. The burial ground is under a typical French Avenue just behind the third line… Everyone presents a sad aspect and how keenly we all feel the loss of our comrades!’

In reality, the number of losses was slightly less but still significant. The most popular officer in the battalion, Lieutenant Palmer, was killed when he was buried alive and suffocated to death, 2/Lieutenant Spink (a newly arrived officer) was blown to bits - his brother who was serving in the ranks was with him when it happened - and twenty other ranks were also killed. A further forty-seven men and two officers wounded; eight of the men later died of their wounds, one of these being Sergeant Thomas Huntington of Goole. Private Graystone lost another friend when Jack Small succumbed to the seven wounds he had received that night.

When the battalion left the trenches they marched past their dead who were lying at Sackville Street Dump on the light railway, awaiting stretcher parties who would take them to the Sucrerie Cemetery.

Being back at HQ Private Pearson was protected from the retaliation and only learned of it the next day:

‘It seemed the raiders had had a small success but with some casualties but the enemy retaliation had fallen upon our own people in the line and severe were the losses throughout the battalion. At least five of the lads who had joined around the time I joined and had trained with me and lived in the same hut at Hornsea were killed and others seriously wounded. The front line trenches were flattened beyond all recognition and the communication trenches too were down in many parts and all this meant more and more working parties even though the raid went on record as a “resounding success and the infliction of many casualties”. In such day to day incidents, the band playing in East Park on a Monday evening back home seemed a far, far cry indeed.’
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A German battery in position
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Sergeant Thomas Huntington of Goole sustained severe wounds during the bombardment of 4 June and died a week later. His death was commemorated by this scroll


There were many casualties on both sides, which is probably why the next day was quiet. the Commercials were still holding the line when the comrade of one of the missing raiders appeared to bring him in:

‘As dawn broke one of the raiders could be seen lying directly outside our post but just outside our wire. We thought he was dead but kept him under observation through our periscope and saw slight movement. Another member of the raiding party then entered our bay searching for a pal who had failed to return. Looking through our ‘scope he said, “That’s him and I am going out for him”. Our corporal refused to allow this. The man turned and left our bay and the next minute had entered the adjoining bay, clambered out of the trench and was picking his way through the wire to his pal. Two of our stretcher bearers were quickly on the scene and after a struggle got the wounded man in. It seemed an eternity. All this was being done in full view of the enemy trenches (100 yards away) and we were amazed there was no immediate reaction. As the party regained our trench and the last man jumped down, a sniper fired a single shot over our bay in apparent admiration and salute for a very brave though foolhardy exploit.’

The War Diary entry reads:

‘Casualties Lieut. Palmer and 2/Lieut. Spink killed. Lieut Rice and 2/Lieut Norfolk wounded. 20 O.R. Killed 47 O.R. wounded.

6 p.m. Bn relieved in the trenches by the 17th W.Yorks.’ Lieutenant Rice eventually recovered from his wounds sufficiently to return to active service, but he never made a full recovery; his wounds re-opened, resulting in his death in 1917.

The battalion moved back to Bus-en-Artois for the usual restful working parties. After a short tour in the line from 12 June to 14 June, the battalion returned to Bus and came across some of the preparations for the big advance scheduled for the end of June:

‘There were stacks of big heavy shells everywhere, new batteries of heavy guns had been brought up and camouflaged by grass screen, dugouts and safety trenches had been made and big bomb stores erected.’
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Heavy artillery shells being stockpiled for the offensive.
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On 7 June, Lieutenant Palmer’s mother received the dreaded telegram.


The road into ‘Bus’ was one long convoy of artillery wagons carrying shells for the guns.

Prior to the offensive., while the other two brigades in the division trained for the attack., 92 Brigade got on with the heavy work., carrying gas cylinders to the front-line., digging assembly positions., drilling wells and so on. They were indeed the ‘Lucky 10th’; they were destined to play no part in the offensive other than as observers.

The plan was for them to return to the trenches on 23 June and take over the divisional frontage from 24 June until the attack., which was planned for 29 June. After the success of this attack by the other two brigades., the Hull Brigade would follow it up. The British build-up was too large to be successfully hidden from the enemy, so the only surprise would be the time and place of the main thrust.

In February the Germans had attacked Verdun with the aim of bleeding France white. The French asked for assistance in the form an offensive in the British sector that would be big enough to take some of the pressure off the Verdun sector. Haig wanted to attack on 1 July, but naturally the French wanted it earlier; the compromise was the end of June. The attack by the British Fourth Army was to coincide with the French attack at the Southern end of the Somme.

Although the artillery had not won the battle for Verdun., Rawlinson still believed in the strength of the bombardment as a battle winner. He had been impressed with the German use of artillery in the opening stages of Verdun; this had smashed the French trenches and allowed the German infantry to occupy them with little resistance. Rawlinson hoped to repeat this on the Somme. In his book First Day on the Somme Martin Middlebrook wrote:
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D W O Palmer, the most popular officer in the battalion. He was buried alive and suffocated before he could be rescued.
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Shortly after receiving notification of his death, Mrs Palmer received a parcel containing his personal possessions.


‘He had great faith in his own artillery and proposed to use the heaviest and longest bombardment of the war to destroy the German line. Every available gun was to be used for five days and nights before the infantry attacked. The infantry themselves were relegated to the role of mopping up and occupying defences that had already been destroyed for them by the artillery.’

He was so confident that the artillery would overcome and that there would be very little German resistance that he ignored standard assault tactics and ordered a slow, methodical advance over No Man’s Land.

Serre, at the northernmost part of the Somme attack (except for the diversionary attack on the Gommecourt salient), was to be attacked by 31st Division. The attack was a flank cover for the main attack on Beaumont Hamel by 4th and 29th Divisions. Unfortunately for the attacking brigades, Serre was very well fortified and the Germans were deeply dug-in. While the British bombardment did severe damage to the defences and many casualties were caused, it did not seriously impair the Germans’ ability to defend their trenches or weaken their will to do so.

When the British bombardment opened up at dawn, the front line was very thinly held, with four platoons - around 240 men - holding the divisional frontage. German retaliation was mild to start with but soon increased in tempo. After two days of shelling the British front line trenches and their communication trenches were almost flattened; the only time the line could be safely occupied was at night. The battalion released gas two or three times, but it was as dangerous to the defender as to the attacker because of the damage caused to the buried cylinders by the German shelling; as a result D Company suffered a number of casualties, including ironically their Gas Officer, Lieutenant Flintoff, a man who had always taken the greatest care to protect the men from the dangers of gas. Private Pearson, who had helped carry and position the cylinders, experienced this first hand:
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A British howitzer in action.
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Trench map showing the German trenches in front of Serre. Only the barest details of British positions are provided for security purposes. Compare this with the aerial photograph on page 120.


‘now had come the time to release the hated stuff.’

At the appointed hour the Royal Engineers moved along the trench turning on the taps but someone, somewhere had blundered for instead of the deadly cloud moving forward towards the enemy lines it was blowing back into our own. Those of us in the open were aware of this and put on our gas masks but others, in dug-outs and shelters and not on duty knew nothing about it… One has a picture still in one’s mind of a certain sergeant charging up and down the front line, revolver in hand and looking for those adjectival RE’s to come and turn the stuff off or else.’
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Moving up for the attack.
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A View of ‘No Man’s Land’from an observation post on the Serre Front. An impression drawn by a member of the division.


It was important that the enemy wire was cut by the 18-pounder guns which concentrated their fire on achieving this objective. They were, however, unsuccessful opposite Serre. This had been detected by night patrols of the battalion in which Private Pearson had been a member: ‘we had reported (it) to our Headquarters but nothing seemed to have been done about it and this was to have disastrous effects

on 1 July.’ As a result, raiding parties on three consecutive nights., keen to secure prisoners for unit identification., could not reach the enemy trenches. Each attempt was either stopped by wire or determined resistance.

Bad weather postponed Zero Day until 1 July. The battalion had done its time in the line and was dog-tired., but instead of being given a period of rest it was given the choice of staying in the front line until the attack or following up the attack with the rest of 92 Brigade. Lieutenant-Colonel Burges decided that the men were unfit to take part in any offensive action at that time and that the battalion would continue to hold the front.
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The battalion frontage on 1 July - Bess Street to John Copse.
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Artillery now moved close to the front, as did the attacking brigades. Aerial activity increased, with the British having the upper hand. German shelling continued unabated; one shell pierced a headquarters dugout top and poked its way half in, fortunately without exploding. The battalion had lived in the bombardment for so long that they were used to it and oblivious to its dangers:

‘A lance-corporal was walking up an down his… small fire-bay which had so far remained nearly intact, although shells were dropping all round it. He was entirely oblivious of this, however, and stopped from time to time alongside his two sentries who were peering out into the darkness, to quote for their edification long speeches from Shakespeare and Dickens. Realisation that there was a war on was suddenly brought to him when a shell blew in his bay, pinned his sentries, and cut short one of his soliloquies.’

In case casualties were heavy, it was normal for ten per cent of a battalion, prior to a battle, to be left behind to form a new battalion around. On 30 June the lucky ten per cent were sent back to an entrenched position in front of Colincamps; the remainder waited in the trenches. That same day the battalion lost its commanding officer who went back to England on a temporary posting. His replacement was Lieutenant-Colonel W. B. Pearson from the 1st Battalion Lancashire Fusiliers.

 After cutting lanes through the wire to allow troops to get into No Man’s Land quickly, three companies retired to Palestine Trench to allow the attacking troops access to the front line. Captain Lambert, Commanding Officer of D Company, and his men stayed on in the front line, as a defensive force and to collect any stragglers from the attacking force. Surprisingly, the front line was now quiet. The enemy was concentrating on longer range targets.
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German positions at Serre undergoing the preparatory British bombardment. At 7.30 am on Saturday morning, 1 July 1916 the British attack would begin.
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In the weeks leading up to the 1 July and the Battle of the Somme, men of the 10th Battalion had assisted in digging a tunnel under the German trenches at Beaumont Hamel. At 7.20 on Saturday morning a mine was exploded and ten minutes later the British infantry went ‘over the top’.


At dawn the final British bombardment began and continued to increase until an hour before dawn when it reached its maximum. For the next hour it kept up its intensity until 7.30 am when the attack started - ten minutes before this, the mine the battalion had helped dig at Beaumont Hamel was exploded. At 7.30 am the attackers left their trenches and disappeared into the barrage fog. Private Aust recalled the event:

‘Very accurate machine gun fire was traversing our trench and men were hit as they climbed over our parapet. Visibility was nil so our trench must have been accurately “ranged” in advance.

‘The final group to pass through us was a headquarters group of West Yorks Signallers and the NCO in charge asked, “Is this Gerry’s 2nd line?” By this time our trench was full of wounded and we did what we could, in some cases tearing the shirts off their backs to make bandages. I remember one of the wounded saying he had just seen Lieutenant Lintott (Amateur Soccer International of Leeds United - then Leeds City) lying in the old front line minus a leg.
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This contemporary artwork, produced for the British public, depicts infantry climbing out of their trenches at 7.30 am on the morning of the first day of the ‘Big Push’ and walking forward into a hail of machine-gun and artillery fire.


‘From Zero time onwards I have no sense of the hour but it would be perhaps 9 am by which time the barrage black-out had cleared and visibility restored with sunshine and blue skies.

‘It was at this time that a lightly wounded man rushed into our trench shouting, “They are counter-attacking, Gerry’s counterattacking!” Instead of seeing a swarm of Gerry’s (sic) we saw the survivors of a kilted battalion of the 4th Division (2nd Seaforth Highlanders) retiring down a communication trench between the German 3rd and 2nd line.’

‘On reaching the 2nd line they spread out in what is called Extended Order (six paces apart) as though they were on a barrack square. The officer or NCO in charge then rose and held up his arm. They all set off at a trot in perfect line towards our trenches.’

Only a few days before this, Private Aust had been impressed by the compassion shown by the Germans when they had not shot at a man trying to rescue his friend from No Man’s Land, in broad daylight; on 1 July he changed his view:

‘Within seconds a machine gun was traversing them until the last man fell. I remember standing on the firestep and screaming “Bastards! Bastards!

Bastards!” That was a word I never used.’ Private Pearson came out of his shelter as soon as his part of the trench was empty of attacking troops:

‘We rushed out to watch their progress across No Man’s Land and what a sight met our eyes. What began as ordered lines of men with rifles at the port and regularly spaced between each other became just like falling stalks of corn cut down by the cutting blades of the reaper.

‘Our intense bombardment had had no effect what-so-ever on the deep dug-outs to which the enemy infantry had retired as soon as the artillery started shooting and what happened now was that the gunners, as soon as the barrage lifted rushed out of their dugouts and on to the top of their trenches and just shot our men down at random, the few who did get through safely, eventually strung up on the enemy wire to be shot at leisure by the German

riflemen.’ Although the Hull Brigade was not involved in the attack, there were a number of them fighting with the attacking battalions, in the 11th East Lancashire Regiment, and also in the Durham Light Infantry:

‘Just on our left, which was the extreme left flank of the attack we could see men of the Durhams being cut down, men who were Hull men and once part of our battalion and who, at the conclusion of their special duties, had been sent to the Durhams… I felt like crying with fury that men’s lives could be sacrificed so easily We all knew it was going to be costly but this was just murder.’ When he had returned to his position he found that all the wounded were gone. He realised that he had a problem:
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Much of the German trench system had been damaged by the British and French preparatory barage, however, the German infantry had been well sheltered in deep dugouts and emerged to take a heavy toll of the attackers.
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The ground over which men of the 31st Division attacked ten minutes after the mine under the German trenches at Beaumont Hamel was exploded.


‘I then remembered I had put my tunic round one of the wounded as I had cut his tunic to get it off him and then tear his shirt in strips to bandage a number of bullet wounds. Not only had this man disappeared but he had gone in my tunic which contained my wallet and Paybook. It later dawned on me that if this man died I had a good chance of being listed as dead.

However, some weeks later my paybook and wallet were returned to me from a base hospital together with photographs of several girls whom I had never had the pleasure of knowing!

I often wondered what was the fate of these men and if those who survived remembered me and my crude first-aid.’

By 10 am, when one company had been ordered forward to reinforce 93 Brigade and were told they were not needed, it was obvious that the attack had failed. An official report on the attack was prepared by 93 Brigade:

‘July 1st 6-25 to 7-10 am

Casualties to 6-0 a.m. approximately 2 officers and 11 O.R.

‘Bombardment of enemy 1st Line Trenches by 18prs., 4.5 Howitzer Batteries and 2” T.M. Batteries.
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‘Enemy replying on our front line and on our assembly trenches with shrapnel.

‘7-21 am 15th West Y.R.

Leading platoons of 15th West Yorks advanced over parapet and lined tape on either side of Sap “A”. Hostile machine gun fire commenced about this time and enemy was observed firing from his front line trenches - in groups apparently in the bays in his trenches.

‘A good proportion of the first wave succeeded in getting to the tape and lying down. They were there subjected to heavy machine-gun fire.

‘Only a few isolated men of the 2nd wave succeeded in reaching the tape and this and succeeding waves suffered heavy casualties immediately after leaving their front line trench - mainly from machine gun fire.

‘The Officer Commanding 15th West Yorks Regt (Major Neill) was wounded in the first few minutes and the Adjutant Captain Neil killed a few minutes later.

‘The 15th West Yks. R. lost practically all its officers - having 11 killed and 11 wounded.

‘The enemy artillery put a heavy barrage of fire (H.E. and Shrapnel) on our front line and some 20 yards in front as well as on our assembly trenches and communicators.

‘Of the men of the 15th West Yks R. who assembled in the front line, no man has returned to the battalion who got further than K.29.c.85.15 to K.35.a.70.90 on the right and K.29.d.10.70. to K.29.d.15.55 on the left - approximately 100 yards in front of our wire.
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An aerial view of the sector over which men of the 31st Division attacked. Taken during the morning of the attack. The three copses named ‘Matthew’, ‘Mark’, ‘Luke’ and ‘John’ served as boundary markers for the attacking brigades.


‘Of those who assembled in LEEDS TRENCH none are reported to have got further than 30 yards outside our own parapet.’

 The story was the same for the other attacking battalions. At the end of the report the writer summarised the reasons for the attack being held up:

‘(1) Enemy’s artillery barrage

(2) Enemy’s machine gun fire

(3) Enemy’s rifle fire.’

Troops in the reserve trench got no news of the attack until the afternoon when they learned of the casualties and lack of progress. Private Beeken, who was in the reserve trenches was sent forward:

‘we became a big working party, carrying boxes of ammunition and other equipment to the front line. Progress was very slow for the narrow trenches were packed with wounded on their way to the field dressing station in the rear.’

Then what they had all feared, happened - 92 Brigade received orders for a night attack across the same ground as the failed morning assault. Fortunately the order was rescinded at 11 pm and the relief of the battalion was ordered:

‘In the evening our Brigade was ordered to renew the attack. What condition were we in to attack? For weeks we had been manning the trenches and on our rest periods we went on working parties every day, and we had stood eight days of heavy bombardment and had had practically no sleep. We were tired out but we went forward to the front line, prepared to go over the top to attack.

Luckily, our new Colonel saw that we were not in a fit state to make the attack and sent his views to Headquarters and eventually the order was changed.’

It was to be a long night waiting for the relief:

‘apart from the cries of the wounded lying out and sporadic shelling, the next thing I remember is that in the early evening a Runner got through to us with orders to assemble in a certain trench at 8 pm.

‘As we crept along our battered trench to the communication trench leading to the rear, amongst the cries of the wounded still calling for help I have always been haunted by the voice of one who was obviously delirious and who kept crying “Mother, Mother.”

‘Having congregated as ordered, we were addressed by our Captain (Guy Fitzroy Lambert, a 31 year old merchant from Beverley who was wounded in 1918 by a shell splinter while serving with the 1st Battalion).

‘Briefly he said we had taken a terrible hiding and the Germans knew it. As our sector included La Signy Farm which the French had wrested from the Germans at great cost just one year previously it was the opinion of our General that the Germans would launch an attack during that night to retake this key point.
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Corporal W C Billington killed whilst serving with the Accrington Pals, 1 July 1916.
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As the day wore on Regimental Aid Posts, Advanced Dressing Stations and Casualty Clearance Stations became clogged with wounded.
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Corporal A Moore killed whilst serving with the Accrington Pals, 1 July 1916.


‘It was planned to concentrate our strength in our 2nd line covering La Signy Farm.

‘Our Captain then asked for eight volunteers to man an S.O.S. Post in the front line and fire a warning rocket when the attack commenced. Remember we had been under continuous heavy shellfire and without sleep for 8 days and the events of this day were the last straw. To a man we had frightful headaches and had had so much concussion we were all suffering from varying degrees of shellshock.

‘We stood there in stony silence which was finally broken by a 5.9 bursting just outside the trench and a piece of shrapnel knocking off the tin hat of the man standing next to me.

‘The Captain then said he was left with the unpleasant task of detailing for such a mission and, as bombers were best suited for these isolated posts, he detailed my bombing team.

‘And so as dusk set in we moved down the remnants of the trench to the front line. The last 100 yards was solid with men killed whilst waiting to “go over”.

‘It was impossible to do other than walk on these bodies and I finally reached a man on a stretcher with a bearer laid dead at each end. I raised my foot to place it on the chest of the man on the stretcher when to my amazement he popped his head up and said quietly, “Mind my leg chum” and then just laid back again.

‘Reaching the front line we had a job to find a habitable bit of trench. We had to settle for a bay which had not had a direct hit but contained some leaky gas cylinders. We got our rockets fixed and sentries posted and then set out to spend the longest night of our lives. There was no heavy shelling though occasional Whizzbanging.

‘Periodically Gerry sent up Verey Lights (sic) accompanied by sniping at the wounded. As long as flares went up were “happy” as it meant that Gerry had no men in No Man’s Land. But when there were lengthy periods of darkness we were all standing on the firestep, eyes and ears straining.

‘That long night past (sic) at last and as dawn was breaking a relief arrived to take over.

‘We were lead (sic) to expect a walk-over and that was what we got.’ On the morning of 2 July the battalion marched off to huts in Bus Orchard, the rumour being that they were to move to a quieter area. Their casualties for the nine days had been more than 100 officers and men killed or wounded.

That afternoon the new commanding officer called the officers and NCOs together for a general discussion on the battle, ending with a prophecy:

‘we shall be in it again before long, never fear, and we shall suffer casualties. But the Battalion will still go on. You may not be there, but there will be, at the end of it all, a 10th East Yorkshire Battalion to march proudly down King Edward Street.’[One of the main thoroughfares in Hull]
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Barbed wire entanglements in front of the German trenches at Serre. When the Germans withdrew in February 1917 the battalion found graves of those who had succeeded in getting through to Serre.
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The New Army did its best but in many cases gained little to justify their casualties.


Fortunately for the battalion, their return would again involve most them as bystanders; it was the turn of the 12th and 13th Battalions ‘go over the top’. Their turn would come but for the moment it w: nearly a year away.

The next day, the battalion, while expecting to rest:

‘In all conceivable form of undress, was enjoying to the full the colossal mail which had accumulated during the last ten days. Parcels littered the floor of every hut, the chances of a royal high tea for each and everyone were definitely rosy. Rudely into this veritable “Nirvana” of the trench-weary soldier came the order “Battle order in ten minutes.” And so, half an hour later saw the Battalion staggering out of Bus Orchard - parcels with their untouched delicacies consigned to the incinerator - each man carrying his full load of specialist impedimenta - bomb waistcoats filled to capacity, Lewis-gun parts and loaded pans, signalling tripods and box lamps.’

The route took them away from the trenches and looped back in the direction they had come from. Three kilometres away from Bus on the road to Vauchelles, the by now bad-tempered soldiers, found out the reason for their march:


‘Here we turned left towards Bus, and the CO asked that all should have a cheery smile as the photographer was just along the road. Sure enough, there he was, with his movie camera by the roadside, merrily turning his handle as the Battalion marched past. What a pity it was before the time of sound pictures! The remarks would have given the true Somme atmosphere.’ The famous postcard of the ‘Gallant East Yorkshires smiling as they go into action!’ is therefore a deceit. This publicity filming could have been very deadly, because the section where the photographer stood was in full view of German observation balloons who could have called down artillery fire on them at any second.

After a day of rest, the battalion marched to Beauval via Authie,
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 ‘The 10th Battalion going into the trenches on the Somme.’ In reality they are looking so pleased because they are leaving the battle for a much quieter part of the front. The men are from D Company and the picture was taken near Louvencourt.


	Private Aust (Hull)

	Private C. Hewison

	Private G. Tether (Cottingham) 

	Private J. Hughes

	Private E. Hayes

	Sgt W. Leech

	Sgt ‘Nobby’ Clarke (Hull) 

	Private A. Hall (Withernsea) 

	PrivateWalker (Goole) 

	Private Wilde (Hull) 

	Private Cooper (Goole) 

	Cpl Moody (Hull) 

	Private Shipley (Goole) 

	Private Reuben (Hull) 

	Private Veal (Hull) 

	L/Cpl Ruston (Hull) 

	Private Reedham (Hull) 



Sarton and Terramesnil. At Sarton they were inspected by the Corps Commander, Lieutenant General Sir A G Hunter-Weston, who addressed the men and expressed his regret at the loss to his command. By 6 July the battalion had marched to Bernaville where kit was checked, inspected and any deficiencies indented for. The next day they marched to Auxi-Le-Chateau from where a train took them to Thiennes. On arrival the battalion then marched through the night to billets in Robecq. After another day’s rest, the battalion was inspected by the Divisional Commander. That same day, all the officers in 92 Brigade were interviewed by their new Corps Commander, Lieutenant General Haking, who welcomed them and expressed his pleasure at having a Yorkshire Brigade in his command - Haking was also a Yorkshireman.

Before returning to the trenches, the battalion, along with the rest of the division, refitted and trained.

The new sector they found themselves in - Fauquissart, North of Neuve Chapelle, was very quiet but like ‘rest’, ‘quiet’ is comparative and the battalion suffered a number of deaths in the first few days. The trenches posed a problem, they provided inadequate protection, though allowing easy movement around the line. This area had been fought over in 1915 and was in places nothing but a heap of rubble which was eagerly explored by the men when out on rest.
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The Lewis gun section near Doullens.


Three important things occurred that would improve the lives of the men in the aftermath of the Somme. Firstly, the new Colonel re-formed the band. Secondly, a Battalion Canteen came into being under the charge of Sergeant S.O. Watson and, thirdly, an embryonic Battalion Concert Party was formed.

For one man, a fourth, and a far more important thing happened -Private Beeken met his future wife. In early September he was given ten days’ rest at Ault Ornival on the coast. When they arrived at the camp they were surprised by the freedom they were given, being allowed to leave camp at will and wander around. From the cliffs they could see the nearby town of Le Treport. One morning, the group he had travelled with caught the tram to Le Treport:

‘The party stood looking at the entrance to the harbour and John Dale said to me “My brother often sails from Hull to this port. I wonder if his ship is in the dock”. A policeman was standing a little way from us so we asked him if we could go to the dock. He was trying to understand our French when a small voice said, “What you want?” I looked round and saw a shy teenager and her mother. I explained what we wanted and the policeman said the ship was not in the dock.

‘We stood talking a little and I found she was still at school where she had lessons in English. She was convalescing after an illness and that she would soon be returning to Paris. When her mother learned that I was a teacher, she thought it was a great opportunity for the daughter to improve her English and suggested that they would show us round Le Treport… it was decided we should correspond in English - I was to correct her mistakes. This was all very nice…’ Every cloud has a silver lining, and, out of the dark clouds of war Private Beeken found his future wife whom he married in Paris shortly after release from the army in 1919.

On 27 July, the battalion entertained the new Brigadier and the band played while the officers dined. The evening was cut short by a sudden intense bombardment on the front line where the battalion were in support. As this was a quiet sector and such things did not normally happen, the Brigadier had to leave immediately for his headquarters on his preferred form of transport, a push bike. It later turned out that the bombardment was part of a trench raid on 93 Brigade during which the Bradfords’ casualties were considerable. One of the prisoners taken that night was the footballer Dicky Bond, centre forward for Bradford City. The next day the Germans put up a board in their front line which read:

‘You paid £1000 for Dickie Bond. We got him for nothing.’ August and September followed the usual pattern with periods in and out of the trenches. Although this was a quiet front, 31st Division had no intention of it remaining so. Consequently, there were a number of trench raids by all four Hull battalions. In one raid by the 12th battalion, Private Shapero who was serving with them was awarded the Military Medal. When they were attempting to return to their own lines:
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Company Headquarters in a quiet part of the line.


‘a machine gun opened fire on them and Lt. Beckh and one other rank was (sic) killed. Later Corporal Tuton was wounded but Private L Shapero 10/1371 remained with him and eventually reached our line at 4 pm the next day.’ Private Shapero was made a Prisoner of War in 1917, probably after the attack on Oppy Wood.

The most important raid to take place in this period was the raid on trenches near the Boar’s Head which took place on 18/19 September. In August both Lieutenant Colonel Pearson and Major Carver were admitted to hospital and a new CO took over. Lieutenant Colonel Stapledon of the Manchester Regiment was strong willed and unorthodox. In the face of much criticism from his superiors, he insisted that the raid should go ahead without an artillery barrage and in attempt to lull the Germans into a false sense of security the division practised a non-offensive policy. When the raid came it would a complete surprise. Surprise and stealth were the key words. Only at the last minute would the Germans know of the attack and when the Bangalore torpedoes exploded under the wire to clear a path it would too late.

One officer and twenty-five men from each company under the command of Captain Lambert of D Company were:

‘to enter enemy’s trenches, capture and kill any of the enemy, bomb his dugouts and do as much damage as possible.’

 To do this quickly they would need to enter the enemy’s trenches at:

‘4 separate points as silently as possible, with 4 parties, each party not to be more than 36 strong, enemy’s wire being cut by a Bangalore torpedo at each point of entry, the moment before entry.’

Two of the raiding parties were to be out of luck that night. A Company raiders, under Lieutenant McIlroy, were stopped by the presence of a German wiring party at the spot where they were supposed to explode their Bangalore torpedo. Inspection of the new wire after the Germans had withdrawn showed it to be too thick to blow and the party retired. D Company raiders, under Lieutenant Pierson, met no opposition but their torpedo failed to explode and so they too had to withdraw.

B and C Company torpedoes went off and the raid started. The B Company raiders entered the enemy trench and immediately split into two flank parties, bombing their way down the trench to the left and right. This surprise attack caused the Germans to run out of their trenches with little resistance and a number of them were shot while they attempted to escape. A machine gun and the corporal in charge of it were captured by two men from the left flank party. At 12.15 am the B Company raiders withdrew leaving behind two bombed dugouts and an estimated twenty German casualties; six prisoners were taken. The officer in charge of this group of raiders, Lieutenant Clark, was seen to shoot five of the enemy and capture four prisoners from a dugout. B Company casualties consisted of one officer and five other ranks slightly wounded and one missing. The missing soldier was Sergeant Tindale, a soldier held in very high regard in the battalion. Search parties were out in No Man’s Land until nearly dawn but no trace was found; he was listed as missing in action.
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An aerial view of the Boar’s Head near Richebourg. A, B, C and D are the entry points into the German lines for the attack by the battalion on 19 September. X is the point of exit from the British lines.
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Battalion officers after leaving the Somme. RSM Thirsk is standing on back left. Major Carver is in the front centre and Lieutenant Pierson is third from left on the second row.


C Company raiders had been in position for three minutes and when the torpedo exploded at midnight, rushed into the trench under the cover of the smoke. They entered a firebay occupied by four sentries, three of whom were killed and the other taken prisoner. As with B Company raiders, flank parties bombed their way down the trench while a third party bombed another trench (KAMPE STRASSE); the occupying Germans ran down the trench and out into the open at the
back of the trenches. When, at 12.10 am, the raiding party left, there were an estimated ten dead Germans and an unknown number of wounded. C Company raider casualties were light, with one officer and three men slightly wounded.

A total of eight (Battalion History) or nine (intelligence report) prisoners and one brand new machine gun were taken. For some unknown reason there was no enemy retaliation of any sort after the raid.

That the raid was an outstanding success can be seen from the congratulations which were received from all quarters. Battalion orders the next day gave details of the many compliments.

NO 264.

Battalion Orders by Major C.C. Stapledon,

Commanding H.X.R.




Trenches 20th September 1916.

1. COMPLIMENTARY - The following letter from the First Army Commander has been received from the Division to-day.

G.O.C. XIth Corps.

I should be glad if you will ask the G.O.C. 31st Division to convey to Brig. Gen. Williams, Commanding the 92nd Infantry Brigade, my congratulations to all ranks of the 10th East Yorkshire Regiment, under Major C.C. Stapledon, who took part in the successful raid carried out last night.

The casualties inflicted on the enemy and the capture of prisoners and a machine gun, proved that the raid was not only prepared in the most careful manner, but that it was carried out with fine energy, determination, and gallantry by the officers and men of the East Yorkshire.

The capture of the prisoners has enabled us to establish some identifications which are of the utmost importance at the present time to the whole of the allied armies.

 (signed) R. Haking, General

Cmdg First Army.

Compliments from the Divisional and Brigade Commanders were also detailed.

1st Army Intelligence Summary - No. 617 of 20 September:

‘Distribution of the Enemy’s Forces

XIX (Saxon) Corps - In the course of our successful raids SE of Richebourg L’Avoué last night 9 prisoners of the 104th Reg, 40th Division and of the I Pioneer Battalion No 22 and No 310 Searchlight detachment were captured. This confirms definitely the presence of the 40th Division on our front.’
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The mess hall of the 14th Battalion, the unit which provided the replacements for theCommercials.


The division was new to the area but whether any use was made of this intelligence is not known.

One of the wounded was Private Beeken who had been temporarily blinded during the action:

‘We set off to the assembly trench and on the way I was told that my role had to be changed. I had to take a bucketful of bombs and, when the raid started, I had to go about twenty yards to the right where there was a communication trench leading to the German front line. On arrival at my post I had to prevent any enemy re-enforcements going to the help of their comrades.

‘We went out of the trench and lay down in ‘No Man’s Land.’Merville, a quiet town where the battalion spent some time after the Boar’s Head raid.
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Merville, a quiet town where the battalion spent some time after the Boar’s Head raid.
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John Harrison was a friend of Private Beeken before the war. They later met in France. As an officer in the 11th Battalion, Harrison was later to win the VC.


Everything was very quickly done for we wanted it to be a surprise raid.

‘The torpedo exploded and we dashed to the gaps in the wire. As I went through I thought “What a strange thing I am doing! Dashing to hurl grenades at people”.

‘Just then, my foot caught in some wire and down I went into a shell hole and as I landed a hand grenade exploded in front of my face. Then I heard the word “Impshi” (our code word for “prisoner captured”) was shouted. This meant that the raiders had to retire.

‘I stood up but I couldn’t see and didn’t know which way to move, somebody saw me and seeing I was in difficulty, took me by the hand and promptly got me attached to the barbed wire. He pulled me free and we set off for our line. Somehow or other we became separated so I carried on away from the noise and eventually I fell into a ditch. I knew this ditch for I had often crossed it when on patrol. It ran in front of our barbed wire. I lay there and rested. Somebody approached and asked, “Is somebody there?”. It was Pte. Parish, a member of my platoon. He was searching No Man’s Land for any stragglers. Soon I was in our line. A bandage was put over my eyes and I was taken by J. Graystone, a Hull teacher, to the forward dressing station. Here my eyes were cleaned. I was so pleased that I could see. There were two small scratches on my face.’

Not everyone had a taste for raiding and generally it was a volunteer’s job. Their activities that night troubled some of the participants. One of Private Beeken’s friends who was on the raid was troubled for some considerable time as a result of his part in the raid:

‘I was surprised at what one man, Sunny Cook, said to me. He was in my section and we were great friends. Now he was very keen to go on this raid, but he was shaken after it. He told me, “I heard voices coming from a shelter so I lobbed in a grenade. There was an explosion and I heard cries of pain and I thought, “It is some poor mother’s son”. I know it worried him for a long time.’

The Divisional Commander came to see the raiders to congratulate them personally and during his congratulatory speech he hinted that they might be returning to the Somme. For their work in the attack, eight men were awarded the Military Medal.

On 5 October the battalion started the slow move south to Vauchelles, where it arrived late on 8 October. After a week of morning mock attacks against Warnimont Wood and afternoons of sport, the battalion was once more sent to the front.

When the battalion moved to bivouacs in Sailly, Private Beeken met his old friend Jack Harrison:
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Private Millard was killed during a night patrol on 29 October.


‘I had been Captain of the York College Rugby team 1907-8 and he had been Captain 1911-12. We had plenty to talk about. Eventually the conversation changed. He was a 2nd Lt in another battalion. He was rather despondent and didn’t think much of his chances to come out of the war alive. The very first day he arrived at his battalion he had had to lead in a raid.

‘Well I tried to cheer him up, for we all, at one time or another,
experienced these bouts of depression and they always passed.’ 2/Lieutenant Jack Harrison was to be proved right in his premonition.

Whenever the battalion were in the line there was a continuous loss of men, mostly through wounds. Replacements now came from the reserve battalions of the East Yorkshire Regiment. However, the men training in these battalions were now not all from Hull and the East Riding; some were transferred from other regiments who had more recruits than were needed. One such soldier was Charles Knight, a carter by trade who was born at Northwood in Staffordshire in 1896. He attested on 10 December 1915 but was immediately transferred to the army reserve to await call up. This came on 17 May 1916 and he enlisted on 18 May as Private 25136 in the North Staffordshire Regiment, his local regiment. After only eight days he was sent, along with others, to join the 3rd East Yorkshire Regiment at Withernsea, where he became Private 18979. On completing his training he was sent on a draft to France on 18 September, joining the Commercials a short while later.

Increasing artillery, and the numbers of tanks around Louvencourt, made it obvious that this was to be an active front once again. Hébuterne, a ruined village, became their base of operations from 20 October until the battalion moved forward during the German withdrawal in February 1917. In the short period of about 36 hours in the trenches opposite Hébuterne, the battalion suffered its first casualty - Private Walter Robinson of C Company.

Rumours of an attack abounded and, when 92 Brigade was put through an exhaustive training programme, it was clear that they were to be the attackers. The area needed to be reconnoitred and a party sent out on 29 October resulted in further casualties; 2/Lieutenant Mitchell was badly gassed and one soldier wounded, while Privates Millard and Jeffery were killed. Mitchell, aged 20, of 122 Marlborough Avenue, Hull, had joined the East Yorkshire Cyclist Battalion on 1 September 1914 and rose to the rank of L/Corporal before being commissioned. His gassing was so severe that did not return to active service again until November 1918 when he returned to France to join 103 Battalion MGC. After the war he received a gratuity for his wound of 145-16-8d.

The next night another patrol was sent out prior to a projected raid. This patrol was also costly: Lieutenant Pierson was killed, one soldier was missing and another wounded. The raid was subsequently cancelled.


[image: images]

Lieutenant Pierson was killed during a night patrol on 30 October. He was in charge of a five strong patrol sent out to reconnoitre the German wire. They got through the wire and were within a few yards of the German trenches when they were fired on and bombed. They scattered, by pre-arrangement, to shell holes and, though the rest returned, Lieutenant Pierson was never heard of again.


Conditions were very wet at the start of November and the attack was held back because of this. After three days without rain and with the appearance of some colder weather the decision to go ahead was made on 11 November. A night start was decided on, with Zero hour being set at 5.45 am. It was to be a limited operation aimed at reducing the German Salient between the Albert-Bapaume road and Serre. V Corps was to deliver the attack north of the Ancre, with II Corps attacking south of the Ancre. 92 Brigade’s role was to cover the northern most part of the attack being made by 3rd Division; it was to be a 500 yard flank attack that would cover the left flank of 3rd Division. There were to be two objectives, the German reserve line and the German support line both on the right. The attack was to include the use of tanks. Private Pearson’s part in the battle was to act as a tank guide:

‘I did not even know what tanks were or what they did. I learned on enquiry tanks were what we had seen parked on the road-side, that in an attack they went ahead of the infantry to silence the machine guns. It was to be my job to guide the tank between shell holes. A job which I did not look forward to.’ Fortunately., the muddy conditions stopped the tanks being used.
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The Press had many fanciful notions about the tank prior to its public debut. 
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 Private Pearson was expected to walk in front of a tank and guide it.


‘When I looked down I saw a large piece of shrapnel resting on my boot and the sandbag., wrapped around to keep out the mud, smoking and burned with the hot metal and when I put my foot down to the ground it just gave way and I fell. Realising my incapacity I left my two water cans and began to make my way to the rear where, at the end of the party I found the oficer bringing up the rear who wanted to know what I was doing there. I told him what had happened and showed him the burn and eventually he allowed me to pass him and shuffling and resting in about an hour I found a medical post who treated and strapped up my ankle and then left me to manage as best I could to get back to my own camp. Next morning I had to appear on sick parade and was excused duty for a number of days which meant that I should miss the coming battle.’

Even with all the activity going on., the men were more concerned about those at home than themselves. Private Knight wrote home in November:

‘So you are looking after Vinnie (his girlfriend) for me I am glad someone is. How are you getting on with the business I bet you have some rotten times and now it is dark wet weather… I am in the best of health myself. I hope all at home are. I do hope mother is not worrying about Bert and I…’

During this period a number of men were selected for officer training and were sent back to England. Some, however, were commissioned in the field for the ability they had shown. L/Corporal Richard Cowl, of Chandos Villa, Eldon Grove, Hull had been educated at Hull Grammar School and worked as a clerk before the war. He applied for a commission in the Royal Artillery in August 1916 but before anything could come of his application the Commanding Officer made him a 2/Lieutenant in the battalion and merely moved him to a different company before he took up his new position. Later in the war he joined the RAF.

When the attack began, the 12th and 13th Battalions were to follow up behind the artillery barrage which had been ranged to land on the front-line German trenches. the Commercials were in brigade reserve in Vercingetorix Trench and were to provide trench police and carrying parties, while the bombers and Lewis gunners were made ready to assist either of the two attacking battalions. At Zero hour, four carrying parties were in Caber trench under the command of 2/Lieutenant Anderson; three of them got across No Man’s Land without any problems and delivered their bombs, the fourth party got caught in the German barrage and had to turn back. The Lewis gunners and bombers were not needed because both of the attacking battalions had been forced to evacuate the German lines due to the failure of 3rd Division to take its objectives. Private Pearson was a runner that morning:
 
‘I was given a message to take back to Battalion HQ in the reserve line and my journey took me along a long communication trench… which, before the morning attack was a six foot deep trench, well sandbagged and strengthened – it had to because Jerry took a particular dislike to it from its first appearance and shelled it regularly – its walls were now flattened and the trench was now lined with corpses, one on top of another, dead and wounded, some just naked bodies stripped bare by the terrible concussion of the German Shells.
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Five battalions of the East Yorkshire Regiment took part in the Battle of the Ancre.


‘As I stood there transfixed, enemy machine gunners spotted me and so fierce was their fire I had to drop down among those bodies and continue my journey on my stomach.’ The brunt of the fighting and the casualties was borne by the two attacking battalions, but the Commercials were heavily involved in assisting the attack in whatever way they could. The battalion’s most dangerous assignment was given to two Lewis-gun sections, under Corporal S Edlington – reputedly the son of a Methodist Minister. These sections were transferred, temporarily, to the 12th Battalion to cover the very left flank of the attack:

‘theirs was the responsibility of occupying the German front line on the extreme left flank of the attack, and for the most part of twelve hours they withstood countless enemy attempts to annihilate them – attempts made not only from the front, but also from their rear, for bombing parties of the enemy, creeping into “No Man’s Land,” assailed them with bomb and bullet. As may be expected, the toll taken of the two teams being heavy, their casualties at the end of the day being three killed, three wounded, and one wounded and missing. Privates Hanby and Fisher did especially splendid work.’ According to Private Pearson they remained out in No Man’s Land the whole time with the corporal:
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Private Nasby was killed during the attack on 13 November.


‘keeping up a continuous fire on the gun, whilst a loader kept the ammunition pans loaded and fitted and another kept the corporal going with lighted cigarettes. Quite a lad, though one would never have thought it of him.’ Corporal Edlington was awarded the DCM for his work on 13 November.

In the attacking battalions, casualties were heavy but the attack was successful with all 12th Battalion objectives being captured in 20 minutes and over 300 prisoners being sent back - the artillery was so heavy that only about half of them arrived. One that did arrive, a Sergeant Major with the Iron Cross, danced the whole length of Vercingetorix Trench through sheer happiness. However, with continuous German attacks, the position became untenable. Private Cunningham of the 12th Battalion won his Victoria Cross for bravery in a communication trench during this attack.


Private John Cunningham was awarded the Victoria Cross for his bravery during the attack.
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Similarly, the attack by the 13th Battalion was also successful but, when the battalion on their right fell within two hours of the start of the attack, there was little or no hope, and they too had to pull back.

The conditions the men were fighting in were appalling. Captain Woolley, senior officer in the 13th Battalion attack wrote:

‘No single spot of ground seemed free from shell holes and churned mud and water and we sank below the knee in places…

The ground was so churned up and light nil that you could not see the trenches till you crossed them.’ And similarly in a 1919 report:

‘Men sank in above their hips and their officers were endeavouring to get them out and forward.’ He blamed the failure of the attack on three factors:
 
‘(1) Fearful mud, slush and bog

(2) Suffolks losing direction on the right

(3) Pitch darkness

 coupled with uncut wire.’

The Official History admirably sums up the situation:

‘The ground, sodden with rain and broken up everywhere by innumerable shell-holes, can only be described as a morass, almost bottomless in places: between the lines and for many thousands of yards behind them it is almost - and in some localities, quite -impassable…

Some officers speaking from experience of both offensives, are of the opinion that the conditions on the Somme in the late autumn of 1916 were as bad as, if not worse than, those at Passchendaele a year later, of which the public were to hear so much more. Certain it is that the troops of all arms were tried almost to the limit of their endurance, and bore the ordeal with admirable patience and courage.’ As the battle subsided the battalion continued to hold the line. At 1.30 pm the next day they were relieved, but a number of men immediately returned as part of the cleaning-up operation. This was repeated the following day. There was little further activity apart from the usual rota of rest, support and trenches.

Although the battalion had been in support, it had suffered 34 wounded, one wounded and missing and six killed. By this point in the war the battalion was becoming a mixture of originals, later volunteers and conscripts. Of the six men killed, three brief biographies show how diverse were their backgrounds. Private George Tether was a 20 year old from Cottingham. He was a member of a large family and had two brothers, Henry (20) and Stanley (16), a half brother Albert (8), two sisters, Violet (21) and Daisy (18) and a half sister, Bessie (6). Up to his death he had been an exemplary soldier.

Another man killed that day was 19 year old Private Pregden of Jarvis Terrace, a farm labourer who had been in the army for only six months and with the battalion for one. After his death his parents received his wordly belongings, a prayer book, wallet, cigarette cards, testament, two pencils, a broken leather watch guard, identity disc, letters, photographs, post cards and a one penny coin.

Private Brumby, a labourer with a zinc plate company in Hull, lived at 2 Walter Terrace, Providence Road. He had joined the 4th East Yorks in August 1910 and had risen to the rank of L/Corporal. At the start of the war he had transferred to the 2nd/4th Battalion based in Darlington. Shortly after arriving there he had been returned to the rank of Private for being absent off pass; he also forfeited five days pay. In April he signed to serve overseas in case of National Emergency and was sent to France. He refused to renew his enlistment and was discharged from front line service in France on 8 October 1915 at the age of 22. The passing of the Conscription Act made him eligible for military service overseas and he was conscripted in 1916.

Even though things were quiet, people were still admitted to hospital through sheer exhaustion. Private Beeken became ill in the middle of December and was taken by ambulance to the station and put on an ambulance train to Boulogne. He was admitted to No. 1 Australian Hospital at Wimereux where for two weeks he was a bed patient in a large marquee. He was impressed by the treatment he received:

‘In this hospital. The Marquee was, to my surprise, very warm. The food was excellent, very often I had chicken and every day I had a small bottle of stout… the sisters were always so cheerful.’ His fellow patients were a mixed bunch:

‘one patient was a West Indian, (who) used to quote large parts of the Bible at night. He told me he had four children but he was not married… One evening, a sister asked each one of us what we were in civilian life. She and we received a shock when, on asking one man, he said, “I was a burglar”. He really was a very nice young man, who gave many (often humorous) accounts of his exploits to doctors and nurses who gathered round his bed in the evening.’

Life quietened down. The band played and the Battalion Concert Party performed; Christmas was celebrated, albeit not until 4 January 1917. Lord Nunburnholme paid a visit and the usual football matches were played. Casualties were light with only nine soldiers dying between 14 November and 26 February 1917, the date the battalion moved into the old German line.


He was also lucky to be wounded before the attack. Carrying fresh water in petrol cans to the front line., his party were held up at a particularly bad part of the trench and decided to rest. Private Pearson put his right foot up on the trench side:

‘as I rested thus there was a loud whining sound and suddenly the most awful thump on the inside of my ankle.
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Private Charles Knight with two friends pictured while training with the 3rd Battalion prior to overseas service with The Commercials.


CHAPTER FIVE

LUCK RUNS OUT WHEN A WALK IN THE WOODS PROVES FATAL

The trenches are not the best place to spend Christmas and New Year, to see out the old or see in the new, but there was no alternative. On the positive side no one was killed. However, there were still losses but not all caused by enemy action. Private Ernest Hayes, a twenty-one year old clerk, who before the war had lived with his parents at 4 Severn Villas, New Bridge Road, Hull had a fall in the trenches which so badly damaged his knee that he spent the next nine months convalescing in the UVF hospital in Belfast. In July, before he was recovered, he was discharged from the army as unfit for further service.
 
January was a very quiet month. Authie was vacated on the 11th when the battalion marched to Amplier for a rest, this time rest with training. After eleven days the battalion moved on to Gezaincourt for a further nine days’ rest - a works battalion rest. Then on to Berneuil for training. For five and a half weeks the battalion were out of the line, part labouring, part training training at platoon, company, battalion and brigade level, and there was specialist training for snipers, Lewis-gunners and the like.
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A game of patience whilst waiting in billets.


In order to keep the men occupied, when they did have any free time, both Brigade and Division organised competitions as diverse as tug-of-war, two horse-shows and bomb throwing. One thing that did keep the men occupied was keeping warm:
 
‘The frost, the keenest and longest ever experienced by the majority of us, remained unbroken by a thaw for the whole of our stay in these back areas. In fact, a nightly rum ration was issued during this period – a thing unheard of previously.’

However, the men needed more than rum and as no firewood was issued to them it was necessary to ‘scrounge’ it:

‘The neighbouring woods were raided surreptitiously, but even they could not produce sufficient small fuel, and many and varied were the means used to make supply and demand approximate.’ Anything that would burn could be used, especially if you could work out what it was:
 
‘one specialist section sacrificed to the flames the wash bench with which their billet yard was furnished… it was only when the inventory was checked at the end of their stay that they realised what it really had been! The battalion was fined one franc per man for barrack damages.’

It was so cold that the band’s instruments froze while in use on a route march!
 
Keeping clean when there were no baths provided was a problem. Private Beeken experienced one way the army got round providing clean clothes:
 
‘We paraded with our dirty clothes in a bundle and marched to a laundry about two miles away. I had ten minutes to wash in warm soapy water, one shirt, one vest, one pair of pants, two pairs of socks, six handkerchiefs and one towel. There was no time to rinse them and there was no place to hang them up to dry.

‘This was organised “Washing Day”.’

During this period of calm for the battalion, their old front line had not been so quiet and, even though The Battle of the Somme was officially over, there had been considerable activity. By February the German position had become untenable and they withdrew to prepared positions - The Hindenburg Line. This resulted in 31st Division returning to the Hebuterne area. Unfortunately the weather changed and the ground turned to mud.
 
On the return, even though it was rushed, the battalion football champions found time to play the 13th Battalion in the Brigade inter-Company football tournament. The pitch was mud, the goal-posts were wagon poles and on each touch line was a 9.2? Howitzer whose crews stopped firing long enough to watch the Commercials beat the 13th by three goals to nil.
 
The cold and wet made no difference to one aspect of a soldier’s life - lice. Even clean clothing did nothing to improve the situation:
 
‘On 24 February I had my first change in clothing since I left hospital (about six weeks previously). It was new clothing but was infested with lice.’

There was one way to bring about temporary relief:
 
‘I dealt with these in the usual way – using a lighted cigarette to cremate them. We could never get rid of these body lice.’ A patrol sent out by the 12th Battalion, on 25 February, in response to information that Serre had been evacuated, met with severe opposition but a patrol the next day by the 11th Battalion managed to get to the German fourth line; only pulling back to the third line because of the poor condition of the fourth. German artillery now shelled its old front line and the British positions. British artillery retaliated to provide cover while the troops withdrew.
 
During this period the Commercials had been ordered to the front to assist with any advance:
 
‘At 1 a.m. on the 25th Feb, orders came through for the Battalion to move to Papin Trench. Off went the battalion and we followed. It was an extremely dark night and to make matters worse a thick fog crept up on us. The long frost had broken and the mud was terrible… We “stood to” all day in this trench. In the afternoon the fog lifted and the sun came out. A German aeroplane flew very low over the whole length of the trench. Naturally we expected Jerry would shell us out of it but nothing happened.’
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Death in a shell hole. The chance of a marked grave for such a death was very slight.
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A map of the German withdrawal showing the positions of the Battalion HQ.


At 5.30 pm A and C Companies crossed No Man’s Land and occupied the German third line trench. Patrols were immediately sent out to find the position of the enemy. The next day the two forward companies were joined by the remainder of the battalion who were machine-gunned and sniped at while they crossed. Desolation stretched away to the skyline, and the stagnant water in the shell holes gave off a nauseating stench. The air was still and there was an almost eerie silence. Columns of smoke rose from burning German dug-outs. Private Aust was present for this advance:
 
‘It was at the outset of the German withdrawal. The division on our right reported suspected enemy withdrawal from his front trenches. Arrangements were made for our front line company to attack without bombardment at midnight and I was in a party assembled in a sunken road which was to follow over as a carrying party. At zero hour and five minutes we picked our way to the German second line of trenches., deposited our loads and returned to our lines. Imagine our surprise to find zero hour had been put back and the attacking Company were still in our own trenches.’

Private Beeken also made the advance:
 
‘At 5.30 pm we left the trench to go to the front line. From here we went over ‘the top’ to take an evacuated German trench. As we silently walked through Hebuterne., the Germans shelled the place heavily. Our luck was in., for we suffered no casualties. The night was very dark. The guides lost their way. We prowled about. Some became entangled in barbed wire. At last dawn broke and it seemed that we had been walking in circles for we were not far from our starting point. Anyhow we arrived at the evacuated trench which was not far from our front line. On arriving at the trench we jumped in. We sank in mud, some almost to their waists. Finding I was sinking I fought hard and managed to get out of the mud and cling to the side of the trench. Not all the men were as fortunate as I had been. It took us 2 hours to free one man. Those who went to his assistance became stuck themselves and in turn had to be freed.
 
‘Our Coy Hqs were in a German dugout. I was amazed at what I found when I explored it. The German evidently liked comfort. There were three flights of steps down. At the end of each flight was a spacious gallery. Here wire beds had been rigged up and there were stoves with chimneys. The trenches had been evacuated in a hurry for we found plenty of tobacco and coffee.’

And just for once the rations were there waiting for the men - the ration party had not got lost and arrived before the troops.
 
Although patrols the previous night had made contact with the enemy at 8pm, little was known about their strength or disposition. To rectify this, A and C Company were ordered, at 1 pm to occupy Slug Street, from point 76 to La Louviere Farm. The farm was easily occupied by C Company but A Company met considerable resistance and were forced to pull back.
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The speed of the German withdrawal meant that it was difficult for heavy artillery to move forward. Mud also made forward movement difficult. Here a light railway is being used to send 18 pounder shells forward and to receive used shell cases.


During the fighting the instructions were changed and the battalion was tasked with taking Berg Graben., a trench on the left flank, before dark. The attempt by A Company failed., as did the pre-dawn attack. Losses were high with 2/Lieutenant Fricker and five men being killed, Captain S. E. Jones and two men missing., plus one officer and a number of men wounded. The advance had so far cost one officer and eight men killed., one officer and two men missing and one officer and thirty-one soldiers wounded. Captain Jones later turned up as a badly wounded POW.
 
The enemy was fighting a stubborn rear-guard action and as a result the units on both flanks of the battalion had to pull back, forcing the Commercials to do likewise. Withdrawing down Dugout Lane., the battalion constructed defensive positions and waited.
 
While the losses were serious to the battalion they were no where near as serious as those the Germans ascribed to their attack - 200 British killed with 80 taken prisoner. Total losses for the month of February, recorded at the time., were two officers and eight men killed, one officer and 33 men wounded and two men missing.
 
The battalion was relieved by the 12th East Yorks and marched back to Couin. Here., the Divisional Commander congratulated the Commanding Officer on what the battalion had done; the Corps Commander also told them that the battalion had behaved splendidly. After being ‘buttered up’ in this way, D Company were told that they were to attack Bucquoy on 10 March. Fortunately, once again., the attack was called off just as they were in position to start; the reason – mud made it impossible for the ammunition to be brought forward.
 
As the Germans withdrew., the salient eventually disappeared., making the need for 31st Division superfluous., so the battalion was pulled out and sent rearward. After a considerable march., but with time to entertain the locals with their band., the battalion arrived in Robecq. The battalion followed its usual activities of training and sport, but the Battalion History does admit that they were able to get, ‘long nights of unbroken sleep.’
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Extent of the German withdrawal in early 1917.
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Serre village after the German withdrawal in 1917. This was the objective of elements of 31st Division during the opening moves of the Battle of the Somme, 1 July 1916.
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April snow near Arras, 1917


When troops of the division finally got through to Serre, they found the graves of a number of men from the division. The 1 July attack had not been a complete failure; some of the division had got through to the objective.
 
On 8 April they set off in the snow for Marles-les-Mines and the trenches near THE TRENCH Ridge. Before their arrival THE TRENCH Ridge was taken by the Canadians so it was obvious that they were there for some other reason, especially when, for the remainder of the month, they were involved in training.
 
During this period Private Pearson was away training to be a bomber but learned nothing about his allotted rôle, as he spent the whole time as the training-school cook. He recalled how hard it was for the French civilians with all the able bodied men at the front. Behind their billet was a small chalk mine which was worked by a father and his 15 year old daughter. He did the digging and loading into a wooden tub on wheels, which ran on wooden rails. His daughter pulled it up the slope out of the mine. She was very thin and only had one frock to wear. Being a kindly man, whenever he could, Private Pearson gave her some form of snack.
 
The area the battalion were marching through had seen a lot of the war. The destination, Maroeuil, was no different:

‘It had been a very hard and hot march. We were in country which was almost devastated. The place itself was almost deserted. We were billeted in a factory. Near-by was a running stream and we thoroughly enjoyed a wash in the clear cool water. While washing our feet, a party of German prisoners passed through the town.’
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A typical dugout entrance in the THE TRENCH area.


Conditions in this sector seemed to be extremely hard:
 
‘We made bivouacs in shellholes. A 9.2? battery was in the same field and was very noisy. Once again we were short of food and water. We slept in the bottom of the trench and rain eventually swamped us out. It was very cold.’

Mention has previously been made of soldiers being transferred to other regiments and Corps. One such soldier was Private Reginald Veale of Westminster Street, Hull, who before the war had been a railway clerk. Little did he know how lucky he was when his transfer came through for 27/4/17 to the Royal Engineers; by 28 April he was a Royal Engineer and nowhere near the forthcoming battle. Previous mention has also been made of indiscipline. Private Veale definitely fitted that category. With less than a month’s service he was absent from parade and given seven days CB (Confinement to Barracks) - as they were billeted at home, this was rather difficult to do. On arrival in France he was again in trouble - charge unspecified - and given three days’ CB. In July he was given a pass which he overstayed and was given drill for an unspecified time. Less than five months after joining the Royal Engineers, he was given fourteen days’ Field Punishment No.2 for insubordination, but for some strange reason this did not stop him being made a Corporal in November. Unfortunately his physique was not up to the demands of a road construction battalion and he was discharged in 1918 with a nervous condition for which he received no pension.
 
The reason for their move was made apparent on 30 April when each man learned of his part in the coming attack; as the battalion was new to the front, they all found it difficult to believe that they were supposed to attack over unknown ground. This had the makings of another disaster; this time the battalion would not be observers, but an attacking battalion. There was to be little time for preparation either. The attack date was 3 May:
 
‘Certain officers and NCOs from each company went on the night of May 1st to see the assembly position in front of Oppy… returning on the 2nd, they spent the rest of the day issuing wire cutters, bombs, etc., to their respective companies. The same night they were back again leading their respective parties to the jumping-off position, and many officers and N.C.O.s were in poor physical state to meet the strenuous conditions which were to begin in a few hours’ time.’

The men moved forward, under cover of darkness, to disused trenches and gun pits near Maison de la Côte on 1 May. Throughout the next day they watched counter-battery duels and waited until it was time to move to the jumping-off positions. Private Beeken, who was to be in the assault-recalled the period just before the attack:
 
‘The artillery on both sides, was active all night and at dawn it was intensified.The German heavies dropped just in front of us.
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Heavy artillery was used to reduce Oppy Wood in an attempt to dislodge the German defenders.


An enemy aeroplane was brought down with the first shot from an ‘Archie’ or anti-aircraft gun.
 
‘It turned out to be a really lovely day. I read A Dominie’s Log which I thought was a great book. In the evening we moved forward in ‘battle order’ during which we had enemy shells dropping round us. At last we arrived at support trenches near Bailleuil.
 
‘I slept in what we called a ‘funk’ hole - a hole dug in the side of the trench. It gave some cover. We were not allowed to walk about on the ‘top’, yet working parties carrying bombs, lights and rockets were walking in the open all the afternoon. There were no trenches for them to use, for a fortnight previously an attack had been made by English troops with the aid of tanks, and the German artillery had been very severe in this area.
 
‘There was an intense bombardment on our part and the Germans replied with a few shells. At night, pack mules carrying 18 pounder shells, made their way to our guns.
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Mule being loaded up with equipment for transportation during the night.


‘In the evening we were busy receiving instructions for the attack.’

Although it was to be the battle for which the Hull Pals were to be best known, it was a very minor operation in the Battle of Arras, intended to give the French time to recover from their failed 16 April attack on the Chemin des Dames. No great results were expected. The objectives were clearing the Germans from the wood and taking their support trenches. It was not a new battlefield and as a result of the Battle of Arleux, 28/29 April, there was considerable battle débris on the ground.
 
A 9.25 pm the battalion left for the front, ready to take up assembly positions at around 11.30 pm. What they found was not a good omen:

‘A map reference rather than an actuality, for the taping party of May 1st had found it to be merely an isolated untraversed length of trench barely four feet deep, with no communication to the rear, nor any means of contact to left or right.’

The position was so exposed that, in two days, the battalion holding this section had suffered 100 casualties.
 
As the battalions moved to the assembly trenches, guided by 13th Battalion troops, the moon, which was low in the sky, silhouetted the movement of the troops, while, during the assembly period, a German aircraft flew over the assembled troops. The assembly trench was only about 250 yards from the German trenches and Very Lights fell amongst the battalion while it was waiting. As if this was not enough, around midnight a German patrol of between four and six men was spotted which immediately retired. At 12.30 am the Germans commenced a twenty minute bombardment of the assembly area and after a short lull re-started the bombardment at 1.30; this time it was fiercer and continued until zero hour. Fortunately, casualties were few, but confusion reigned among men tired from carrying stores during the afternoon:
 
‘We moved off at 9.25 pm and arrived at our assembly places in front of Oppy Wood at midnight. The enemy guns were very busy but luckily we were not caught by them.
 
‘My home now was a little shell hole which I shared with Bob Smith. We took off all our equipment for we badly needed a rest for we were worn out with carrying shovels, telephone and more besides other odds and ends e.g. more ammunition and bombs.
 
‘At 12.30 am May 3rd an intense German barrage fell on the almost non – existent assembly trench. Bob & I set about making our shell hole deeper when the shelling stopped. Then at 1.30 am an intense ‘strafe’ was put on us. It lasted for about twenty minutes.’

The Battle of Gavrelle – part of the 3rd Battle of the Scarpe – was scheduled to start when the British barrage commenced at 3.45 am. At zero hour the men were occupying a maze of shell holes 100 yards deep which were being pounded mercilessly by the Germans. In response to the British barrage, the Germans increased the intensity of their own bombardment:
 
‘Barrages were put on us at 2.30 am and at 3.30 am. We were having a hectic time. While this was going on, our bombardment opened out and the Germans immediately intensified theirs.’ The troops set off in the dark, in four waves, through the mist and fumes, into a murderous machine gun fire; enemy rockets and Very Lights lit the sky. Private Beeken recalled the chaos:
 
‘We advanced to the attack. It was hell. Our shells were shrieking over us and bursting just in front. It was a creeping barrage advancing as we moved forward. The German shells were shrieking over us and bursting behind. Machine gun fire swept the whole front. Different coloured Very lights and rockets went up over the German lines.
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The Hull Brigade position and objectives for the battle of Oppy Wood.


As we moved forward Bill Smith said to me, “Isn’t it a pretty sight!”. I replied with “Yes it is, but isn’t it a lot of stuff missing us?”
 
‘Everything looked so weird in the fumes from the shells.
 
‘Although we were only about 100 yards from Oppy Wood I couldn’t see it, for a mist had descended. The fumes almost choked us and I had a splitting headache. As we walked on we saw a number of dead lying about. Eventually we met the sergeant major and his party who were lost. I was not surprised for we couldn’t see where we were going. All we could do was to walk towards the lights.’
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Shells bursting in Oppy Wood.
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Captain Traill. Although wounded prior to the attack he still went forward with his men, thus earning the Military Cross.


It was not only the men who were disorientated. Captain Traill experienced the same problem during the attack. On his way across ‘No Man’s Land’ he was blown up by a shell just before he reached the German line, and when he regained consciousness he had lost his sense of direction entirely. He wandered about in the semi-dark unable to recognise any landmark or to find his men. Once it became light he rounded up a group of stragglers, and, instead of retreating to safety he took his men forward into the thick of the fighting on the right of the battalion sector. For this action he was awarded the Military Cross. Instead of going to hospital on 2 May after he had been hit in the face by a shell splinter he stayed with his men and 3 May suffered from shell concussion. Upon recovery he was sent to serve in the Humber Garrison until he was fit to return to France.

On the front being attacked by the Commercials, the wire had not been cut in many places and troops had to funnel through those areas that had been cut, making them easy targets for the machine-gunners. All four Company Commanders were wounded and the smoke and dust made it impossible to see where the troops were going. While the troops were struggling forward, the barrage moved on more quickly than the troops, allowing the Germans to become active with machine-gun fire.

Private Beeken was not in the first wave so did not start immediately. Before he and his comrades had crossed No Man’s Land they met the earlier waves coming back:
 
‘We then met men who were falling back. Our forward movement was checked at 5 a.m. We lay down and fired at groups of Germans who appeared out of the mist. They withdrew. We sat in a shell hole to decide on what we should do. It was decided that we should go back. Out went the men but a machine gun opened out and of course there were casualties. I was left alone. Looking out from the shell hole I saw a machine gun & crew directly in front and only about 30 yds away. I fired at the man behind the gun and then fired at the one who was on his left as he bent over his fallen comrade. Immediately I left the shell hole and was able to look round for any of the wounded men but I couldn’t find them. Voices were calling me to go to them. I eventually found some of our party in a shell hole. Later we learned that three of our wounded men were with a party in a shell hole not far from us and that they had been bandaged. They were Smith, Summers and Clark. They were with a machine gun crew.’

Lying out in ‘No Man’s Land were hundreds of men, some dead, some dying, some wounded. For all but the dead and dying, there was a long and dangerous day ahead:
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Treating the wounded on the battlefield.


‘We couldn’t get back to our trenches for the German barrage cut us off. When at last it ceased it was too light for us to move about so we decided to wait until it became dark”.
 
Unable to move because of snipers hidden in the wood, machine gun fire and artillery, they had to lie there and hope the Germans did not counter-attack:
 
‘There was always the possibility of the Germans coming forward so we kept a sharp look out. We had plenty of excitement during the day for a sniper would persist in firing into our shell hole. He must have been in a tree but we couldn’t see him. It turned out to a very fine day but it was very hot. Aeroplanes of both sides flew over us and of course the guns blazed away at them. At 5pm after having had something to eat I was hit in the shoulder by a piece of shrapnel from the German guns firing at one of our aeroplanes.’
 
Private Pearson was also stuck out in No Man’s Land:
 
‘we could see the other battalions held up as we were & that day, spent in shell holes, out in no mans land & at the mercy of the enemy shells and machine guns was sheer nightmare.’

While the men waited in No Man’s Land, Headquarters needed information. Lying in their shell holes the men could see Battalion and Company runners, running, creeping and dodging backwards and forwards from shell hole to shell hole, trying to ascertain whether the positions could be consolidated.
 
The arrival of darkness provided some form of safety from detection and allowed the men to leave their shell holes and make their way back to the assembly trenches where help awaited:
 
‘At 9 pm the machine gun crew informed us that they were going out. We asked them about the three wounded men who had dropped into their shell hole and were informed that one of them had died, but that Summers and Smith were going with them. I told them that we were going back and I would send stretcher bearers to them, but they told me the wounded men were going back with them. We set off and eventually reached the scarcely recognisable trench of our company and then started to dig in. News was passed down the line to me that Summers had passed through our lines. Many wounded men came to our trench and all the time Fritz kept up his shelling.’

Private Beeken’s wound was never treated other than with a drink of rum and tea and an inoculation when he returned to the battalion. His wound did, however, get him excused trench and any other general duty.


[image: image]

Lieutenant Harrison, who posthumously won the VC for his bravery on 3 May.


The situation in the other two attacking battalions was the same; insufficient progress was made for the troops to consolidate any gain they had made. During the attack by the 11th Battalion, on the left flank of the Commercials, Lieutenant Harrison, ex-England Rugby International, won the Victoria Cross for single-handedly attacking a machine gun post and losing his life in the attempt.
 
If the comments in the Battalion History are to believed, then nothing had been learned on 1 July. Divisional Headquarters had surmised that because of the previous battle on the same ground and the subsequent days of artillery barrage:
 
‘The attack of May 3rd would be met by shaken and demoralised troops, whereas events showed that our attempt followed immediately upon the strong reinforcement of the enemy lines by fresh troops.’ The war diary admits that it is impossible to give an accurate account of what happened but surmised that:
 
‘A considerable number of men undoubtedly crossed the German line and got some way forward and possibly in places reached the first objective.’
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The village of Oppy after the battle had passed.


‘One summer’s evening in 1917 we were amazed to see thousands of balloons coming from our rear and floating over the German trenches. the German air force was quickly on the scene trying to shoot them down but with negligible success. Each balloon had a number of leaflets attached by a cord which in turn had a fuse attached…there were facsimiles of letters of German POW to their families and aerial photos of the mole at Zeebrugge…’ (Harbour defences at Zeebrugge which were not attacked until April 1918).
 
While other divisions fought and died further north in the Battle of Ypres, the Commercials spent a quiet August. The high point of the month and all that seemed worth recording apart from heavy shelling on the 11th, using armoured piercing shells which caused no casualties, was a Church service. Five officers and 120 men from the battalion, and from each battalion in the brigade, were sent to 1st Army HQ at Ranchicourt, for the purpose of a church parade to mark the fourth year of the war. Many other units and were represented, including the Portuguese and French. The parade finished with the troops marching past General Horne, the Army Commander.
 
Other ranks were rarely given leave to go to England. When your turn did come up it was an important event:
 
‘Came the happy day when I found myself in possession of all the necessary papers, leave pass, “clean” certificate, on my way across country to the railhead at Authie where I joined a train which carried me to Boulogne and finally to England… to be in an English train was wonderful and still more so to be in London, my first visit, but my time was fully occupied enjoying a good meal in the Salvation Army hostel, having a good wash and clean up and finding my way to Kings Cross but most wonderful of all was my arrival in Hull and re-union with my family and young lady, for of course they had no idea I was coming.’ After meeting old friends, enjoying home cooking, going to the cinema - in spite of air raids, and generally becoming normal again, time was up:
 
‘seven days are not long even when one overstays that leave by 24 hours to enable one to spend one night with friends in Walthamstow and then, Waterloo at six o’clock in the morning, Folkestone and Boulogne and almost before I realised it I was back with the lads once more.’
 
After training at Bray, the battalion moved to the Arleux sector. In this sector patrolling was part of life but the battalion seems to have ignored this or did not bother to record it, for September was another quiet month apart from one minor trench raid on the night of the 12th. At 11.35 pm 2/Lieutenants McDermott, Piper and Southern led a party of forty men on a raid. Details are scant but they, in the words of the diary: ‘Killed a few Germans and captured one unwounded prisoner of the 156th R.I.R. (11th Res. Div.).’ The price paid for this was 2/Lieutenant Southern killed and 2/Lieutenant McDermott wounded. Fortunately for the battalion, the next raid did not involve them. Although it was classed as great success it resulted in the deaths of four officers and twenty men of another battalion in the brigade.
  During September Private Knight lost a friend in the battalion, a fellow North Staffs transfer, who was also known to his sister. Again, his concern was for those at home:
 
‘I am very sorry to tell you that (the) chap named Ballard who saw you at work and you asked him to remember you to me, well the poor chap was killed last week. I think he told me his sister worked with you he lives at Goldenhill and if you still work at he same place as his sister if it is any consolation to her you might tell her he was buried decently in a British Military cemetery and a cross was put up.’

Experience in trench warfare resulted in the need for specialists, even at the level of the platoon. As a result, in December, the platoons in each battalion were reorganised to meet these needs, with each platoon containing sections of riflemen, rifle grenadiers, bombers, and Lewis-gunners. Previous to this innovation had come the choosing of specialists for raiding parties who attended the ‘Bullet, Bayonet, Bullet’ course.
 
Out of the line, along with the usual training for every eventuality, digging fortifications, some of which came in useful during the German Offensive of March 1918, were the usual competitions. The 15 November competition was more unusual in that it was based on the field work that was being undertaken. One platoon from B Company of the Commercials, which had won the divisional competition represented the division in XIII Corps Platoon competition. The officers of the two finalist platoons were given, on a map, the position and limits of a strong point they had to capture, which was somewhere on the old battlefields near Ecurie. The Commercials went first, scoring 88.6 per cent with the rival platoon scoring 54 per cent.
 
The New Year loomed and life was still quiet; even Christmas was going to come on the right day. The battalion were out of the line on a month’s rest and everyone was flush with money as the back pay had been given out. Everything augured well for the battalion - the Commanding Officer even cancelled training for Christmas Day.
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A safe posting: newly commissioned 2/Lieutenant Thirsk serving in England.


After the war it was discovered that the majority of Commercials who had been taken prisoner were actually captured in Oppy Village. The Battalion History contains an anonymous account written by a soldier who was taken near the village. He had a painless passage through ‘No Man’s Land’ across the flattened German trenches:
 
‘Still walking forward (he had parted from his friend to go round a shell hole - his friend disappeared) in the growing light, I became aware of a small party from A Company, under Lieutenant Akester. Under his order, we took up a position in an old trench, with Oppy village sixty or seventy yards away on our left front. We appeared to be isolated, and the sound of firing and bombing from a considerable distance to the rear seemed to indicate that the enemy’s front line had not been taken.
 
‘The officer left us to endeavour to make contact with some other party which might have also broken through, and, as our position had now been discovered, we engaged in a machine-gun duel with an enemy party about 150 yards ahead. I was with the gun on the extreme right of and somewhat detached from our party, and so was not aware of all that took place. When a group of the enemy left their cover and advanced towards us, I prepared to open fire on what appeared to be the best target yet presented. A yell, ‘Cease fire!’ however, caused me to pause, and I learned that some sign of surrender had been made further to the left. And so an action which would have been dubbed ‘base treachery’ was narrowly averted.’

Private Aust was one of the fortunate ten per cent left out of the attack. He summed it all up:
 ‘As we were waiting for night-fall before moving into our assault positions our sergeant came up and said he had instructions to keep ten per cent of our company out of the attack and that my pal and I were to be part of this.
 
‘Two days later, we realised our luck when the scanty remnants of our company rejoined and the roll call took place. Our battalion’s memorial at Oppy Wood on Vimy Ridge is a memorial to our good fortune as well as to the misfortune of all who died there. That was how you survived. Just being in the right place at the right time. You only had to be in the wrong place once.’

Shortly after this Private Aust improved his chances of survival by rejoining the Company Signal staff - he had previously been returned to the infantry because of his indiscipline. He was very pleased with this as it meant from now on:
 
‘Instead of guns on the front-line fire-step or in shell holes I was now in the support trench perhaps 100 yards further to the rear and usually under some sort of protection.’

There were many acts of bravery, most of which were not witnessed by officers. One who fortunate to be seen was Private Green of A Company. He was in the first wave of the attack; suddenly finding himself alone and, approaching a German machine gun with a crew of twelve men, had a split second to decide what to do:

‘They had stopped firing for a moment and I threw a Mills bomb which wrecked the gun, killed four men and wounded one, and the others then threw up their hands. Just then, Captain J.C. Addy jumped into the trench and when he saw the prisoners he said, “You’d better take them back, Green, you seem to have done your bit for to-day”.’

Shortly afterwards Captain Addy was killed. For his heroism Private Green was awarded the DCM.
 
Total honours awarded for the attack amounted to two DCMs (Sergeant Sendall and Private Green), an MC to Captain Traill, and five Military Medals, while Corporal Crooks was Mentioned in Dispatches. The 11th Battalion also received two DCMs, four Military Medals and three Mentions in Dispatches. Only five Military Medals were awarded to the 12th Battalion. While the other three battalions had been attacking, the 13th Battalion had been holding the line and their work received three Mentions in Dispatches and five Military Medals.
 
The battered remnants of the battalion marched away from the battlefield to huts near Ecurie which they reached around dawn on 4 May:
 
‘Exhausted and depressed and even more so when we heard of the total casualties… later in the week we heard that the flags in Hull were flown at half mast when eventually news of the disaster reached the city.’
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Where many of the men had wished they had ended up after the attack, instead of being sent straight back into the same area where they had just suffered such grievous losses.


After the attack, battalion casualties were estimated as being:

[image: image]

When stragglers had returned and Field Ambulance returns had been studied this was later amended to four officers killed and seven wounded with two dying of wounds and three missing. The other ranks’ casualties were sixty-eight killed in action, forty-six missing and an unknown number who died of wounds (for the rest of the year there were fewer soldiers killed in action rather than dying of their wounds; a not inconsiderable number of the latter were probably a result of the fighting at Oppy Wood).
 
There were insufficient men to maintain a four Company system, so the battalion survivors were organised into three Companies, A, B and D. Some reforming took place and C Company borrowed a company from the 12th Battalion. Within three days the battalion was back in the same trenches, and within a day of arrival the Germans launched a bombing attack which was successfully repulsed by the battalion. During this short tour, enemy artillery fire was heavy and on the first day the battalion suffered a further three men killed - although Soldiers Died in the Great War only lists one - and fifteen wounded. For some reason the War Diary does not record the following:
 
‘A 5.9” fell on a Battalion ration party, killing five of them and leaving the rest dazed and apparently not capable of making any attempt to go on. The arrival of the RSM and an NCO however, galvanised them into activity and such of the rations as had escaped the effects of the shell-burst were taken on their allotted journeys.’

Rations were short that day!
 
Another incident not recorded in the War Diary also concerned a shell, this time unexploded. When the battalion were in support they did a considerable amount of trench construction. The area they were working had been shelled and could therefore be dangerous. One afternoon, in the course of constructing the defensive line, one of the men drove his spade into the ground. There was a loud bang and the man was taken away to hospital minus his foot.
 
Private Knight was by now a veteran with nine months’ front line service and two battles under his belt. After the horrors he had just experienced his letter home was about the mundane things there. In order not to worry anyone, his only comment about Oppy Wood was a simple statement of fact:
 
‘Well dear sister I am quite well at present but having a very rough time and the weather is hot. I am sorry to tell you I have lost nearly all the pals that came with me from the N.S. (North Staffordshire Regiment).’

The remainder of May and most of June were relatively quiet for the battalion with life following the usual pattern, trench tour and company and battalion training. During this period certain platoons were designated ‘Storming Troops’. Out of the line there were the usual activities, such as a swimming competition and a horse show. When not in the line sleeping arrangements were little better - bivouacs often consisted of a tarpaulin over a shell hole.
 
As part of the Arras Battle, trench raiding was re-introduced. Two raids were scheduled for 22 and 28 June. The battalion was in reserve for the second but was an active unit in the first.
 
28 June was to be the date for the next attack on Oppy Wood. The XIII Corps Commander wanted to advance his line by between two to five hundred yards along a frontage of just over 2,000 yards. Originally scheduled for July, it was brought forward because some of the XIII Corps heavy artillery had to be transferred to Flanders for the forthcoming offensive there - The 3rd Battle of Ypres. Because it had to be brought forward, the attack on the area around the Souchez River, that was to be made in conjunction with it, had to be reduced in its scope. The purpose of the attack was to focus German attention on the British front and was part of a feint towards Lens and Lille, over the period 26 to 30 June, which was carried out by I, XIII and the Canadian Corps.
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Bray was the rest area for the battalion after the battle. Like most of the villages in the area it was badly damaged.


92 Brigade relieved 94 Brigade in the Oppy-Gavrelle sector on 19 June. In order to gain information for the forthcoming attack a brigade raiding party was planned for the night of the 22nd. Each of the four Hull Battalions were to provide two officers and fifty men for a raid on Cadorna trench. The object of this was detailed in Operational Order No. 1:
 
‘To kill Germans, secure identifications, and bring back MGs also to reconnoitre the enemy’s defences and note hostile MG emplacements.’

In order to disguise the real attack, the whole of 93 Brigade front would open fire with rifles, Lewis guns and machine guns at zero hour. If they could be obtained, they would also fire white German rockets, in an attempt to confuse the enemy. There would be no artillery on 92 Brigade front until zero hour, when a barrage would open up just fifty yards from Cadorna Trench. At zero plus 1 (minute) the barrage would lift to Cadorna trench, and at zero plus 3, in order to allow the raiding party to enter the trench, the barrage would advance a further 100 yards. The barrage would lift, at zero plus 4, to Windmill trench; the barrage would continue for about forty minutes and then gradually die down. In an attempt to further confuse the enemy, the divisions on both sides of the attack would also put down an artillery barrage.
 
Zero hour was fixed for 10.20 pm. There was slight hostile machine gun fire from Oppy Wood as the raiders advanced across No Man’s Land and before the raiding parties entered Cadorna Trench small parties of the enemy were encountered by all the battalion groups except those of the 13th. The enemy parties were eliminated and prisoners taken. Lieutenant Colonel Ferrand (11th East Yorks), officer commanding 92 Brigade Enterprise, wrote an account detailing what happened when they got to Cadorna trench:
 
‘CADORNA TRENCH was found to be obliterated and the front line advanced over it and beyond without knowing it. The right battalions found CADORNA TRENCH to be a series of shell holes connected by shallow trenches; and in rear of this were several empty MG emplacements.

Several hostile posts were found in the rear of CADORNA TRENCH and these men ran away as we approached. Our men followed them up almost to WINDMILL TRENCH where the Germans ran into our barrage. A few prisoners were taken on the E side of CADORNA TRENCH and several casualties were inflicted on the Germans.
 
‘The raiders having gone close to our barrage on Windmill Trench were then ordered to withdraw and during the withdrawal a hostile machine gun was found 30 yards East of the Gavrelle-Oppy road about c.19.a.00.30 chained and pegged to the ground.

‘A great effort was made to bring it in but it was impossible to move it, so it was damaged with knobkerries (wooden truncheons with very unpleasant spikes sticking out from the enlarged end).
 
‘During the raid the Germans from Wood Alley tried to get round our left flank but the flank guard which consisted of 1 Lewis Gun Section and ten men drove them off and inflicted severe casualties on them.
 
‘The raid was most successful, a considerable number of casualties were inflicted on the enemy and seven unwounded prisoners were brought in.
 
‘Our casualties were: 1 O.R. Killed. 1 Offr. & 31 O.R’s Wounded (mostly slight)

11 O.R. Missing.’

The real cost was higher: four soldiers were killed - Private W Homan and Private P. Martindale (10th Bn.), Private A. Cook (11th Bn.) and Private A. Bull (12th Bn.) with a small number of men dying of wounds in the days following.
 
After the raid, officers reported to Raiding Party HQ for a debriefing, prisoners were escorted to Divisional HQ - the Commercials brought in seven - and the men returned to Railway Trench for a mug of tea and a ration of rum.
 
With the losses of May still not replaced, and with the continued slow but steady losses, the battalion was no longer at full strength. The Battalion War Diary compared its present manpower with its complement on arrival in France. At the end of June it recorded an effective strength of 34 Officers and 623 other ranks compared with 33 Officers, 6 Warrant Officers and 920 men, an arrival from Egypt; a  considerable shortfall.
 
During this period there were some particularly heavy enemy strafes and in the middle of one of them Private Pearson made a pact with God:
 
‘The 5.9”s were falling all around us thick and fast and in the midst of it I heard a voice just above my head where I crouched in the trench. I forced myself up to look over and there was one of our chaps, whether wounded or scared I did not know. Up to now I had never thought much about God and my once professed religion but I distinctly remember just then saying, “Oh! God, look after me now and bring me safely through this and I’ll be a different and better chap when I get out” and somehow or other, I can’t even remember now what I did if I did anything but I got him into the trench and stretcher bearers to him.’

At the beginning of July the division moved on to pastures new - relieving the Canadians in the Mericourt area. The troops found the Canadians very casual in their attitude; for example, at trench relief when things had to be formally handed over and tours given of the trenches. Not so with the Canadians who were keen to go:

‘Canadian officer: “Hello, boys! Are you the Imperial troops?”

‘10th officer: “We are.”

‘Canadian: “Well, son, we’ll be off, then. Here’s a jar of rum, and there’s the map. So long!”.’
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Private MacLachlan in 1917 - an experienced soldier.


During this period in the trenches, 92 Brigade found themselves in the trenches near Vimy Ridge, side by side with a Canadian division. Private Aust found that an unknown cousin was in the front line nearby. the Commercials were on the firestep when a Canadian patrol appeared. Private Aust was resting in his dugout when he was aroused by his Sergeant who told him that there was Canadian patrol in the trench asking for him:
 
‘I replied “Canadians? I don’t know any Canadians; there must be some mistake”. The Sergeant replied “He says his name his Aust - the same as yours - so you can sort it out. He says you are his cousin”.’
 
It was indeed his cousin. Private Aust’s father had a brother who emigrated to Canada and disappeared from the family consciousness. While on leave in London the Canadian Private Aust had tracked down an Aunt, who only two days previously had been traced by the English Private Aust’s parents. They had left her with their son’s army address which the Canadian had seen and recognised as the division that was next to them. On his first night back, the Canadian had been sent out  on patrol and they had been ordered to make contact with 31st Division next to them (there being no direct trench link between adjacent divisions) and, by a strange coincidence, Private Aust of the Commercials just happened to be in the last platoon on the left of the battalion front. The Canadian Private Aust was not to be as lucky as his English cousin during the war; he later suffered a severe head wound and became mentally unstable.
 
In the periods of rest between trench tours the battalion had its usual training schedule. One training session proved deadly:
 
‘I was walking along the road near St. Eloi when one of our sergeants came staggering out of a gateway leading to the field where the bombing range was situated. He was all dishevelled and breathless and in between gasps cried, “Get the doctor, Captain Clark has just been killed”.
 
‘Seemingly the Captain had been in the pit instructing the men when there was a premature explosion and the captain’s body received the full force of the explosion and saved the others, though the sergeant too was wounded.’ Lieutenant Willis and a number of the men were also wounded.
 
A similar experience to the march for the photographer of a year earlier happened on 11 July. The battalion and others were marched to Madagascar Road and told to fall out on the roadside, to await the arrival of the King. He was to drive by in an open car and upon his appearance these supposedly surprised and just halted troops were to cheer enthusiastically. However, it was a chilly day and the king was very late so when he did finally arrive there was little evidence of surprise, spontaneity or enthusiasm in their cheering.
 
Periods in the line were usually quiet but, because the distance between the two front lines was considerable, there had to be a number of night patrols and small raids to try and keep things on a war-like footing. That it was seen as a quiet front is shown by the two following orders:
 
‘All inhabited dugouts must be cleaned and disinfected. Officers and men are encouraged to use their rifles daily.’ The men even had to attend pep-talks from Staff officers about hating the Germans.
 
Billets were also a long way back, which meant a lot of walking: ‘Down to the line at night in Battle Order, a rotten nine mile walk.’ Preparations for their return were not always what the troops expected: ‘Arrived at camp about 3.30 absolutely buggered no home no grub in fact bugger all.’

The allies used propaganda leaflets on the German troops to undermine their will to fight and encourage desertion. While the battalion were on Vimy ridge they experienced how this was done:
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Lieutenant Hewson was wounded at Oppy Wood, four days after the attack.



Chapter Six

LOOK OUT, THE ALLEYMEN ARE COMING

The start of 1918 was both quiet and cold, with snow and temperatures so low that hot tea quickly froze, even inside the barrack huts. A sudden thaw on 6 January meant mud in large quantities. Fortunately in this part of the line there was a small gauge railway system which provided transport for troops on the move.
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The BEF became so short of men that 18 year olds were sent to France to help stop the German advance.


Private Aust returned to the battalion after a four month absence to note that casualties and the return of Commercials to other battalions and Corps meant that there were now few of the original battalion still serving. On his return he was lucky to be allotted to the Battalion Signal Section which he felt was his:

‘Crowning piece of good fortune as otherwise my chances of surviving the German breakthrough of March and April 1918 …were negligible.’

While January might have been quiet for the battalion, it was not so for the enemy. As a prelude to the coming offensive there was an increase in the number of German trench raids, each raid collecting a little more information for future use. It was also the month in which the War Office issued the order that broke up the Hull Brigade. On the 10th, in an attempt to increase the number of men in a battalion, the number of battalions in a brigade was reduced from four to three. This meant that the troops in the 12th and 13th Battalions were now surplus and available for posting. Fortunately for most of them they were either transferred to the Commercials or the 11th Battalion or sent to other battalions of the East Yorkshire Regiment.


[image: images]

Winter 1917/18 at a hospital near Le Treport.


This dramatic change to the structure of the battalions, brigade and division was to take place in February. The Hull Brigade would in future consist of two Hull battalions and the Accrington Pals. These reductions meant that while the surviving battalions may well have been close to full strength, they were now short of a whole brigade. To remedy this, a brigade of guards was brought into the division.
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Private George Welbon. An early volunteer for the 13th Battalion was transferred to the Commercials in February 1918 when his battalion was disbanded.


‘Since September, most of the original members qualified for the two year good conduct stripe and authority to wear such about this time as was also the leave to wear active service chevrons on the right cuff, smaller in size, a red one at the base for 1914 and a blue one for each year after, so of course most of us were entitled to two blue chevrons and of course many were already wearing the gold wound stripe and then to crown all we, the original members, were awarded the 1914/15 Star and authorised to wear the ribbon so the tailors became very busy sewing on all these bits and pieces which were beyond the ability of some.’

As has been mentioned earlier, there were few of the originals left and those that were left were all urged, because they were seasoned troops, to apply for commissions. Many did, but not all; among those who did not was a desire to keep the old battalion going and to stop the authorities doing to the Commercials what they had done to the 12th and 13th Battalions. Little groups of originals schemed to join together in specialist jobs such as signallers, runners, machine gunners and so on, in order to keep their independence and individuality. Private Pearson chose to become a stretcher-bearer, although it was more dangerous than being a rifleman. One of his daily tasks, since the arrival of the battalion in France, had been giving each man a clean, dry pair of socks and making sure they rubbed their feet with whale oil to stop trench foot. When one of the stretcher-bearers was wounded, he felt it was a natural move to take his place.
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Von Hindenburg addressing some troops in February 1918.


Apart from increased enemy raiding, none of which affected the Commercials while they were in the line, February was again very quiet. In the Hull Brigade, the 11th Battalion were taking the brunt of any action. That there was going to be a German attack was known to the troops:

‘We expected that the enemy would move men and equipment from the Eastern to the Western front. This would mean more activity on our front.’

Once again the Commercials were to be lucky; 92 Brigade were moved back to North of St. Pol for a three week rest on 1 March. Being in Brigade reserve, they were not involved in the first German attacks on 21 March.
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Von Hindenburg.
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German Headquarters at Spa where much of the initial planning for Operation was done. It was used by the Allies after it Michael was vacated by the Germans.


The March Offensive was to be Germany’s final attempt at a decisive victory in the west. With American troops arriving in large numbers, chronic food shortages at home and the Allied economic blockade meant that time was running out for Germany. With the end of the war on the Eastern Front, hundreds of thousands of seasoned troops were available for service on the Western Front. The German General Staff initially wanted to use these troops to attack the French on either side of Verdun, but this was rejected because the British would not be involved. As a compromise, Ludendorff decided upon an attack at the junction of the British and French armies opposite St. Quentin - Operation Michael. This would drive the German army forward, capturing Peronne and, rolling west and northwards, it would take Albert and push on to Arras, in order to split the British and French armies and capture the vital railhead at Amiens.


The first the Commercials knew of the offensive was the shelling of St. Pol railway station by long range guns at regular five minute intervals from dawn until dusk. However, this was far enough away to have little or no effect and the scheduled football match between D Company and the Transport section went ahead - final score 5 - 3 to D Company. When, at midnight, Battalion Runners arrived with the order for a 4.30 am reveille, the men knew that something was wrong.

At 7.30 am the next morning, the battalion paraded and then marched to the waiting London buses. Disembarking near Arras, the battalion proceeded on foot to Bailleulmont, where, shortly after arrival, everyone was paid. What looked like a cushy number suddenly changed when the order came to be ready to move at twenty minutes’notice. A sure sign of trouble came when ten per cent of the officers and men were detailed to stay behind for the next move. Again, their luck held and they were detailed off as the reserve battalion for the brigade.

At 8.30 pm the battalion fell in and stood waiting till midnight for the order to move. During this three and a half hour wait the men stood shivering and inactive; overhead an enemy plane was dropping bombs near the village and the sound of heavy gun fire could be heard. The march from Bailleulmont to Boisleux-au-Mont, in moonlight, took six hours; the moonlight clearly showed what had been going on. The Battalion History described the chaos:

‘It was moonlight, but that only served to show up the severity of the bombardment which the villages along the road had suffered. Progress was hindered by houses which had collapsed across the road, while recent shell-holes had to be skirted, and to men unutterably weary after standing fully laden for three and a half hours, and only half able to guide their feet through lack of sleep, the march developed into a sheer test of will-power to “stick it,” as hour after hour they blundered on. The men soon marched in a half-conscious state and had to be rudely shaken to awaken them after the regulation halts. To add to the horror, some building miles ahead was burning fiercely. This, in time, turned out to be an Expeditionary Force Canteen, and that it was being burned to prevent it falling into the enemy’s hands showed the seriousness of the situation.’During the march they were passed by guns retiring.

In the darkness Germans were attempting to infiltrate the British positions:
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‘A few us were standing in the road when we saw a party of Germans approaching. How had they got here through all the men in front of us? We challenged them and fired. Up went their hands and we took them prisoner.’

On arriving at their destination the battalion were not put into the line but again kept back as the reserve battalion of the brigade which was in divisional reserve. While 92 Brigade was again having a cushy time the rest of the division was involved in fighting off two enemy divisions near St. Leger.

With the Germans pushing forward, Private Knight, in what was to be his last letter, still showed more interest in what was going on at home, providing his readers with very little about what he was doing. He was either unaware of the predicament the Allies were in or he felt unable to express what he was experiencing. On 22 March his only concession to the situation was a simple statement concerning a lack of time:

‘I shall be unable to write mother today so this one will have to do, tell her I am quite alright at present and I will answer her letter tomorrow…’
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German storm troops during the March offensive.


The battalion started to dig in but the activity attracted machine gun and rifle fire. Suddenly it became very quiet:

‘At dawn, things became very quiet and I went for a walk round the village. I came across one of our field dressing stations which had been abandoned. Finding some bottles of beer I took them with me and reported to the platoon officer.

‘It was a lovely day and nothing happened except that a German aeroplane passed very low over us. We didn’t manage to shoot it down. We had not received any rations as we should have done. That night was strangely quiet. It worried us a little.

‘Then in the morning, as we had not received any rations, the officer sent J.Bailey and myself to the battalion Hqrs for news. As we walked through the village, rifle shots were fired at us. We were rather puzzled but carried on to the battalion HQ which we found to be very silent and we found nobody there. We then set off for the Brigade HQ. On the way we heard the rifle and machine gun fire from the village we had just left and then saw about 50 yds away Germans advancing. We dashed off hoping to arrive at the railway embankment about one hundred yards away. It was tough going over ploughed land and despite a few shots fired at us, we reached the embankment. On the other side much to our surprise we fell into the hands of the Durhams. They were astonished at our appearance for they were fighting a rear guard action and had been assured that all our troops had been withdrawn during the night. No message had been received by us. The Germans had claimed that the village had been taken at dawn.’
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German artillery just behind the front during the Spring Offensive.
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Stormtroopers with a flamethrower practising for the offensive.


Privates Beeken and Bailey now had the problem of evading the Germans and finding their unit:
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2/Lieutenant Houghton, who died of his wounds on 31 March 1918.


‘We could only get very vague information about where it may be. It was a terribly hot day and at dawn the next day we came up to our “pals” who were having a hot time repelling German assaults. We joined in.

’Moving south the battalion took up positions near Ervillers where there was considerable German activity, so much that A and B companies of the Commercials had to be rushed to help the 11th Battalion fight the Germans in the streets of the town. The company under Captain Pearce captured one officer and ten men as well as a light machine gun.


Troops from a number of different units held an important defensive line across the Mory-Ervillers road and, as the situation became more difficult, some of them decided to retire. The Commanding officer of the 11th Battalion issued an order that any man attempting to leave this line would be shot; this drastic measure was successful and the line held. The accepted number of executions in the British army for crimes such as desertion is 306 but the figure is surely higher, for the 11th Battalion War Diary contains the following entry relating to the threat to shoot deserters where they stood:

‘After one or two isolated cases of attempted retirement had been dealt with, this dribbling to the rear was effectively stopped.’According to the Battalion History things did not get any better the next day:

‘March 25th was an anxious day as the enemy maintained great pressure from Ervillers towards the south.’
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In some places the speed of the German advance was rapid. Here British troops lay where they fell defending their trench.


Numerous attacks were beaten off, and when, just after 4pm, the left flank battalion pulled back, the situation looked very bleak. To make matters worse, British artillery were firing short - resulting in damage to the battalion telephone lines which meant that a runner had to be sent out to correct their aim. Fortunately there were no casualties.

The deteriorating situation meant that Ervillers had to be evacuated that evening. The order never reached No. 5 Platoon, at that time under the command of Sergeant Emslie; his men fought on until the next morning when they were taken prisoner shortly after dawn. Each company covered its own withdrawal and casualties were light.

Staff officers are often criticised for their absence in areas of danger during the Great War but that night the battalion found one that was different. They withdrew, and found, at a cross-roads, a Staff Captain, acting as coolly as a policeman on point duty, directing each group in the required direction.

During the night, German troops had found gaps through the line, and as a result both 31st and 42nd Divisions were forced to retire. The retirement caught the Commercials having breakfast in the line they had occupied that night; they should already have evacuated but for some reason the order had not got through. 2/Lieutenant Pretty of C Company took out a scouting patrol but failed to return. Accordingly, the battalion withdrew to a deserted aerodrome on the Ablainzeville-Moyenneville road and rapidly dug in, only to be shelled by the Royal Field Artillery firing short, again.

Private Pearson was a stretcher bearer during this period. He and his friend, Harry, were walking along the road when Pearson noticed that there were some Germans coming after them. Just as he was going to warn his comrade there was a funny sound and a startled cry His friend was clutching his face with blood coming through his fingers:
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British troops leaving the active zone of combat in March 1918 as Prisoners of War.
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Private William Calvert had been wounded on 13 November 1916. After a spell with the Training Reserve he returned to France to serve with the 6th (Pioneer) Battalion.


‘A bullet had passed through both cheeks and smashed his teeth but fortunately missing his tongue. I didn’t know how long we had before the Germans overtook us but I got him to swill out his mouth with water from our bottle, plugged the holes in his cheeks with cotton wool and then, finding that he could walk, set off with him across country to find an aid post or an ambulance.’He was lost:

‘I had no idea where to go or exactly where the enemy was and there was not much to help us…’

But he did find an ambulance and was able to leave Harry. Gaining nothing from an 18 pounder battery he eventually found another battalion stretcher bearer who was lost. Together they somehow managed to find Brigade HQ where they were given a meal and a night’s rest. After breakfast they set off to find the battalion:

‘I found D Company somewhat further along the road from where I had left them with Harry so they hadn’t lost any more ground, they had dug themselves into slit trenches on the edge of an aerodrome at Courcelles and had been subjected to an intense strafe in the morning which had now quietened down as I rejoined them and found myself a niche in a bit of trench with my other half section, and proceeded to carve out an alcove in the trench side in which to set out my bits and pieces ready for the next incident.’He did not have long to wait:

‘I had hardly settled down when a cry went up for stretcher bearers and soon one of the chaps from the next slit trench crawled over the back of ours to let me know that one of our chaps was laid out in front of their slit, wounded. So grabbing my bag of dressings I followed him over the top to his slit just as the enemy machine guns opened up a barrage of fire just over our heads.

‘I took a look over the top, saw where the chap was and then, keeping as low as possible I crawled out the thirty yards to him and found that a bullet had smashed his thigh.

‘He was lying face down and it would be sheer suicide to stand up so using his rifle and good leg as splints I bound them together, crept in front of him and with my legs opened in a (ch?vron) formation told him to crawl up between them and haul himself forward by taking hold of my feet and then, half on top of me I dragged him back to the trench, completed the splint fastenings and sent him off on a stretcher with the other two SBs to the nearest aid post wherever that might be.’

As well as machine gun fire, the battalion were now being targeted by trench mortars, making the position untenable. They received orders to fall back in line with the rest of the brigade. The retirement started while Private Pearson was dealing with the wounded soldier and, when he got back, the battalion had gone:

‘By the time I collected my gear from the trench the rest of the company had gone, so shouldering the remaining stretcher I too set off, halting for a moment in the shelter of an airfield hut to catch my breath for a moment. I had only gone a few yards when coming to the gateway leading from the field, laying at the roadside I saw a lad of the East Lancs with a shattered hip and a look of intense longing on his face. The others, his own unit included, must have passed him and left him but I could not, even though I did not know what to do to help him single handed. He was too heavy and helpless for me to carry. Looking around I spotted behind one of the ‘drome huts a French wheel barrow standing, so, throwing aside the stretcher I brought the wheel barrow to the patient and somehow got him on to it - he never even murmured a word of pain or reproach, In my hurry I forgot even my equipment all except my dressing bag and so we set off down the road to the rear but how far that was I did not know.’

His problems were then compounded by the Germans:

‘We had not been long on the road however when Jerry started to shell it - there was no shelter as far as I could see so I just pushed off the road to the right on to a ploughed field and carried on, one field to another for what must have been a mile when we ran out of shelling and I returned to the road. Another quarter mile and there at the roadside was a motor ambulance standing and gladly I passed my casualty to the crew, thankful to have brought him safely through. He emptied his pockets, seeking something to express his gratitude but I needed none such, the look of thankfulness on his face was all I needed.’Not knowing where he was and without any equipment, Private Pearson, he now had the same problem as earlier in the day - finding his company:
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British 18 pounders abandoned by the roadside during the German advance.
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Private Moss Atkinson, a member of the 14th Battalion, who had enlisted as a reserve for the ‘Hull Pals’. He was killed in action on 31 March while serving with the 7th Battalion.


‘Once more I set off to find the company and on the way came across a salvage dump of abandoned equipment and arms and so was able to refurnish myself with a fresh set, all except a stretcher, and then continued my search, eventually finding them in front of the wood and village of Adnifer.’

A rumour of a German tank attack in the morning, fortunately for the defenders, proved to be untrue.	

With the renewed attack on 27 March things were going to get a lot hotter for the battalion. During the night of the 26/27 March the Germans had captured Albert and crossed the Ancre. As morning broke the men could see German observation balloons and then the artillery started. C Company was the first to feel the sting. The enemy attacked and were beaten off twice with prisoners taken. A third attack forced C Company halfway down the ridge but a resolute counter-attack with grenades and bayonets forced the attackers back. The fourth attack followed the same pattern. Re-inforcements were urgently needed but there were none. When the battalion lost its machine gun support - they had received orders to retire - they were on their own; they were now the only force holding the German advance in this sector.

The retirement of 42nd Division troops on the right meant that it was necessary for the whole brigade to retire to the partly constructed ‘Purple Line’. This was under direct observation from enemy balloons and would, therefore, be extremely hazardous. To cover the retirement for the brigade, the Commercials were selected and to cover its own withdrawal, the temporary Commanding Officer selected an officer, a corporal and five men from Headquarters Company. As the Brigade of around 1,500 men moved back, their safety rested upon the determination and luck of just seven men.

The rear guard stayed behind for an hour shooting at anything that moved on the skyline, making enough noise to convince the Germans that there was a strong force still holding on. When it was time for them to pull back, they slipped onto the sunken road, and, while keeping up covering fire, slowly withdrew. Surprisingly all seven reached the battalion lines safely. For holding the enemy attack, the battalion was mentioned in Haig’s dispatch for their exceptional gallantry.

Battalion losses for this three-day involvement were high - four officers and 207 men. One of the losses was Private Beeken:
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Officers and men were taken prisoner in large numbers. Here British officers arrive at Karlsruhe camp.


‘In the morning of 27th March orders came to withdraw to the Purple Line. So over the top we went and going through machine gun fire I was hit in the foot. Jim helped me along and at cross roads (sic) a Staff Captain was directing men to their units. I was told to go forward and arrived at a dressing station where there was a considerable number of wounded. Here we were told that all who could walk should go to a dressing station in the rear. Well I decided to walk but on the way I was taken into a van and arrived at the dressing station where my wound was attended to.’
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A specialist thigh fracture ward at Number 8 Stationary Hospital in Boulogne. The sort of ward Private Beeken would have found himself in.


He was then sent rearward:

‘by hospital train to Boulogne and eventually found (himself) in the Australian hospital at Wimereux.’

The constant activity in the ward kept him awake that night but when it fell silent he slept. He was woken up by a doctor who wanted to know why he was still there when everyone else had been sent to England; the beds were needed for the next train load of casualties. It turned out that his card had fallen between a table and wall and had not been found. There was no room for him so he was sent to an Australian convalescent hospital. On arrival his foot was so badly swollen that they immediately transferred him to an English hospital at Wimereux. Private Beeken was now safe for some considerable time to come.

Another loss that day was 2/Lieutenant Arnold Silvester, the Battalion Bombing Officer, who was wounded in the face by a shell splinter which had to be removed in hospital. An accountant before the war, he had enlisted as a soldier in the 6th Battalion, but had been discharged with kidney trouble. However, he was later commissioned and served with the 14th - a training battalion - before joining the Commercials. Born in 1892, he was married and lived at 409 Anlaby Road, Hull. His face was disfigured by the wound.

The battalion had a quiet night and, in the early hours of the morning, re-inforcements arrived in the form of the ten per cent of each of the three battalions that were not supposed to be in the battle; things were desperate. Their first job was to go through the German lines and retrieve ammunition for the 18 pounder artillery that was nearby.

For the next three days the Germans concentrated their attacks on Arras, with the 4th Guards Brigade taking the brunt of the fighting. 92 Brigade were in reserve and were able to spend time consolidating the position and wiring. On 31 March the whole division were relieved and the battalion marched to billets in and around Pommier. During the move they had their first hot meal for a number of days, provided by field kitchens in Monchy. The next day the battalion moved onto Sus St. Leger where they were able to shave for the first time in eleven days. In the morning a bus took them back to Monchy Breton where they had started from.

The battalion was given eight days rest, the highlights of which were a route march and a Brigade Inspection. On 4 April the battalion received badly needed replacements when 70 men arrived from base and the following day a further 256 arrived from XII Corps camp. Their arrival was timely. At 3.45 pm on 10 April the battalion marched as it had done at the start of the offensive to catch buses that would take them on the next part of their adventure - Vieux Berquin.

As the offensive lost momentum, Ludendorff started the next one just north of La Bassee Canal. Troops in the area had already seen heavy fighting and ten divisions from the sector had been moved to the Somme fighting. An attack in this sector could lose the allies the use of Bethune and Hazebrouck and if everything went as planned, Amiens could fall. It was a vital area for the British to hold.


[image: images]

L/CorporalWard who won the MM on 11 April for bravery under fire. A newspaper cutting from The Goole Times about their local hero, L/Corporal Ward.


After an intense bombardment lasting 36 hours, the Germans attacked on 9 April, at 7 am, along the front held by the 2nd Portuguese and the 9th, 19th, 25th, 34th, 40th and 55th British Divisions. The Portuguese broke as did the fronts of the divisions on either side, leaving a large gap in defences. On 10 April the Germans took Armenti?res, Estaires, Steenwerck and Ploegsteert in the north but failed to take Bethune in the south.

When the battalion debussed they were told the enemy were in Estaires and that it was their job, ‘to push ahead and get in touch with them’.

Battalion HQ was established in a ruined farm on the west side of the Meteren Becque and when settled in everyone grabbed some sleep. Unfort?unately the transport did not arrive the next morning so no breakfast was available. On empty stomachs, the battalion set off at 11 am to support 50th Division - which contained a Hull Battalion, 4th East Yorks. On arrival at their destination they dug in. They were there to form a defensive line through which the British troops in front of them could withdraw. Patrols were sent out, but there were no British troops, only Germans. As there was no job to do, the left flank of the battalion advanced into German territory at the same time as the 18th DLI and the 13th York and Lancs. By the end of the day the three battalions had captured La Becque and La Rose Farms; this was to be the only British advance of the day. During this action L/Corporal Jack Ward, from Goole, was awarded the Military Medal for his bravery in carrying a wounded man while under fire and then swimming across the canal with the wounded man on his back.

The Battalion History concludes that this was an appropriate response to Haig’s Order of the Day:
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Field Marshal Haig who praised 31st Division and The Commercials for their heroic stand in response to his ‘Backs to the wall’order.


‘There is no other course open to us but to fight it out. Every position must be held to the last man; there must be no retirement. With our backs to the wall., believing in the justice of our cause., each one of us must fight on to the end.’But not everyone was prepared to die for King and Country. One day Private Pearson heard angry voices in a barn and., not sure if they were German or British., waited until he was sure they were British and then looked through a crack in the wall to see two men of the battalion engaged in a fierce quarrel:

‘Seemingly they had made a pact to shoot each other in the ankle and B had done it to A. But now A refused to fulfill his part of the agreement. They had used a tin of bully beef to shoot through to protect the ankle from powder burns.’

Having left them to it he heard an odd rifle shot but never found out if it was A fulfilling his part of the deal. He did not see either of them again during the war but what is certain is that Private A survived the war and returned to Hull.’

The attack was going well for the Germans., so well that on 12 April they decided to put in their reserves., hoping to push through in the direction of the Channel Ports. Before the attack, 40th Division pulled through 31st Division front. At 8am the enemy attacked. Along the road to the south and in front of D Company the Germans could be seen advancing. B Company was being pushed back by a field gun the Germans had brought forward and all the officers except one and many men were killed or wounded. When it was realised that they were no longer in contact with the battalion on the right flank and that 93 Brigade on the left had pulled back, it was decided to withdraw to the east bank of Meteren Becque.
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A time-based map showing the exact movements of 92 Brigade during 12 to 15 April.


[image: images]

Map showing how far back the division battalion., ultimately forcing them to moved in one day. 


It was not possible to withdraw along the road because it was mistakenly being used by a neighbouring division. This meant that they would have to retire across fields with hedges and dykes., some of which would prove to very deep resulting in not a few men being drowned.

The cover provided by the hedges made it very easy for the Germans to move forward unseen. A number of men became detached but eventually returned. In spite of this and the fact that they were being shelled by artillery and shot at by rifle and machine guns., the battalion managed to withdraw.

On reaching the Becque the battalion made a stand and in almost hand-to-hand fighting were slowly pushed back. The 11th Battalion., which should have been on the left flank, had gone in a different direction so the Germans were able to get round the cross the Becque; fortunately it was only waist deep.


Once across., the battalion again dug in., this time along a railway embankment, and waited for the 11th Battalion. While they were waiting on the roadside they were machine-gunned by a passing German aircraft. The plane banked for a second run but the men jumped into the ditch and his hand-dropped bombs exploded harmlessly in the fields beyond.

Patrols were sent out but no trace was found. It was later discovered that they were holding positions behind the battalion.

One of the deaths that day was Private Knight who was reported missing., later presumed killed. The details of what happened to him emerged after the war. During the withdrawal he had been so badly wounded that he had been left behind. A passing ambulance., with strict instructions not to pick up dead soldiers., stopped and picked him up even though he was unconscious and barely alive. When he died, the officer in charge of the ambulance ordered him to be buried at once. His grave was never found and he is commemorated on the Ploegsteert memorial. His sister, to whom he was devoted, received a letter from her future husband, who was serving with the Sherwood Foresters at the front, which attempted to express the inexpressible in the most clich?d of ways:
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Private Charles Knight who died during the withdrawal to Hazebrouck.


‘You and all at home have my deepest sympathy. Try to console yourself that he died defending your home and trust that you will meet him in the Great Beyond.’The German attack had successfully created a gap which would allow them to push forwards to Hazebrouck.

Short of men, Brigade HQ had formed a Brigade Composite Battalion of men from twenty-two different battalions, from five different divisions, numerous Corps troops and including a number of different nationalities. The only Australian soldier, who was of a medical category not fit for active service, who had been in charge of a sock laundry, was to win the Military Medal for his: ‘excellent work salvaging and repairing Lewis guns.’

Just as they could not find the 11th Battalion, when ordered to link up with the Composite Battalion, they could only find Germans - very large numbers of them. There was no alternative but to fall back again. This time they were luckier. They found the 11th East Lancashires and the Composite Battalion and were able to form a cohesive line just north of Vieux Berquin.

The next day, the attacks continued on the weakened 29th and 31st Divisions, who were holding the defences in front of Bailleul. Behind them, the newly-arrived and full-strength 1st Australian Division was detraining and getting ready to take over.
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Bailleul in ruins after German shelling.


Vieux Berquin was quickly taken, the early morning fog hiding the attackers. There was heavy fighting on the battalion’s right and in the afternoon the right-hand company of the battalion was attacked by 200 Germans who were pushed back. Fortunately there was no full scale attack on the Commercials. Behind them the Australians had moved up into a new defensive line a short distance back, and made ready for the German onslaught.

At 1.30 am the next morning, the withdrawal of the battalion was ordered but because of the heavy shelling there were no telephone lines and it was not until 4 am that the message arrived at Battalion HQ. As it was already starting to get light, each company was told to pull out immediately without being seen. Nature now took a helping hand and, instead of the bright daylight that had been expected a morning mist obscured the withdrawal. Private Pearson took a last look as he withdrew and was surprised to see Germans running about, mistakenly thinking that they too were hidden by the mist. When the Germans attacked later in the day, they were facing the Australians. Hazebrouck did not fall.

The importance of this withdrawal and trap is shown by Field Marshal Haig’s own comments at the time:

‘No more brilliant exploit has taken place since the opening of the enemy’s offensive though gallant actions have been without number.’

The Times of 24 April 1918 carried Sir Douglas Haig’s despatch of the previous day:

‘On April 13th the 31st DIVISION was holding a front of some 9,000 yards East of the FORET DE NIEPPE. The Division was already greatly reduced in strength as a result of previous fighting and the enemy was still pressing his advance. The troops were informed that their Line had to be held to the last to cover the detraining of reinforcements, and all ranks responded with he most magnificent courage and devotion to the appeal made of them. Throughout a long day of incessant fighting they beat off a succession of determined attacks. In the evening the enemy made a last great effort, and by sheer weight of numbers overran certain portions of our Line, the defenders of which died fighting, but would not give ground. Those of the enemy who had broken through at these points were, however, met and driven back beyond our Line by the reinforcing troops, who by this time had completed their detrainment.’This had not been achieved cheaply. The Battalion History records the loss of 13 killed, 141 wounded and 214 missing. Soldiers Died in the Great War gives the total number of deaths for the period as 83.

While this had been going on, Private Beeken was not having the gentle time he had expected in hospital:
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"Private Beeken in 1918, a veteran with two years trench experience.


‘I joined in with the other inmates to help the sisters. We washed up the breakfast things in the morning, when we had finished I went back to bed. The chief sister came in. There was one man bustling about, really doing nothing. She saw him and said, “Look, Wilson is the only man working, all the others are lazy, leaving him to do all the work”.

‘I spoke up “That man has done nothing at all. We did all the work. Now that you have come in, he pretends to be working”.’

The chief sister did not like this display of insolence and decided to punish him and he was:

‘Ordered by the sister to wash the floor of an empty ward. It was to be got ready for another batch of wounded men. I, saying nothing, washed the floor.’

This meant spending most of the afternoon on his hands and knees at a time when he was recovering from a foot wound. In the morning he found that his:

‘Foot was much worse. It was swollen and very painful. The doctor, on examining it, asked me what I had done to make it swell up so much. I said “I washed the floor of the empty ward.”

“Who asked you to wash it?”

“The sister”.

’The sister got her just deserts and Private Beeken was ordered to stay in bed until told to get up by the doctor.

After leaving the trenches to the Australians, the battalion marched back to billets for a brief rest. The two Hull Battalions were so short of men that a composite battalion was formed for a short while. However, by the time the battalion next went into the trenches on 18 April sufficient re-inforcements had arrived for the two battalions.

In this quiet time one soldier questioned, for the first time, the wisdom of his superiors:

‘In quiet moments of reflection in billet or in bivouac out on rest with perhaps nothing to do or place to go, one wished one could find at least a few words of praise or commendation for the generals and their overall conduct of the war, instead of the strange disquiet one did feel and lack of confidence the longer the struggle waged. One remembered the thousands of young lives sacrificed on the Somme, at THE TRENCH, and Ypres and Messines with no real knowledge on the part of those officers of the conditions weather-wise or of the terrain onto which they were sending those men.’

After a period of quiet, higher authority deemed it was time for the battalion to become active again. Operation Order NO.1. dated 26 April 1918 stated:
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A village almost totally destroyed during the fighting. In the distance can be seen a shell exploding.


‘A raid will be carried out by the 10th Bn. E.York R. on LA	 BECQUE, and house at E23 c 4.1

O.C. Enterprize - Capt. E.M. Pearce, D.C.M.

H.Q. of O.C. Enterprize - SECLIN E 22 c B.3

Strength - 4 Officers and 125 O.Ranks.

‘The intention is to secure identifications and to inflict casualties on the enemy.’

Reconnaisance had shown the presence of the enemy in a number of posts around the farm, some of which were held in strength; there were also a number of strong points the exact location of which could not be determined. It was therefore necesary to find out more.

As a preliminary to the raid, on the night of 25/26 April, Captain Pearce, together with the four officers leading the raid and eight sergeants who would be accompanying them investigated the area to be raided. Major Anderson, commanding the battalion at this time, filed a report on the ‘Minor Operation’

‘Zero hour was fixed for 3.30 am on the morning of the 27th.

‘The raiding party assembled in front of our trenches… at 3 am, then moved forward… where they checked direction and awaited zero hour. The party was oganised in sections in single file at twenty paces interval. Immediately the barrage started the parties moved forward, closed up to within fifty yards of it and knelt down. At zero plus 7 the southern portion of he barrage lifted and the party detailed immediately engaged enemy in enclosure round farm…

‘At zero plus 8 the remainder of the barrage lifted 150 yards and sections advanced up to road running… in order to check direction snd close up under the barrage again. The enemy was first encountered… in shell holes and slits. These (evidently listening posts) were at once cleared and advance was not delayed. E of the road the enemy were met with in strength in small camouflaged trenches holding three or four men each and disposed in depth. The enemy put up some resistance here but it was overcome by determination and dash shown by all ranks. The advance was continued… All enemy encountered were either killed or captured, but many Germans ran back and were caught by our barrage. Owing to the time taken in clearing this ground, the pre?arranged time for withdrawal was reached before the enclosure round LA BECQUE could be dealt with. The withdrawal was therefore ordered and carried out in good order.’

Major Anderson estimated two soldiers killed, with eleven wounded and seven missing:
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A postcard depicting a ‘sanitized’trench raid. This one was sold to raise money for Machine Gun Corps Prisoners of War.


‘Of the wounded none are serious. Of the missing, one was last seen helping a wounded NCO back and six others were seen taking back prisoners. It is feared these were captured. Owing to heavy ground mist, width of No Man’s Land (600 yards), and irregular trace of enemy posts they probably lost direction. All had removed identification and been warned against giving information.’

 The actual death toll for the battalion was seven, making two prisoners of war.

 On the German side the losses were much heavier with twenty-two unwounded and two wounded prisoners being brought in. Major Anderson estimated that:

 ‘At least seventy-five were killed or wounded: many of the raiders’bayonets showed traces of their use and twenty Mills bombs were used by NCOs against parties of the enemy who would not readily leave their slits.’

 One light machine gun was also captured. The usual congratulations were received from both Corps and Army Commanders for this suc-cessful operation. During the period 9 to 30 April the divisional casualties totalled 4,641, the fourth highest of all divisions engaged during the period.

 The next day the battalion were relieved and returned to training and trench digging. During this period the battalion lost Major Carver when he took up duties as the officer commanding 31st Divisional Wing. The Hull Daily Mail on 3 May carried a glowing reference for 31st Division:

 ‘The magnificent performance in holding up the enemy advance at a critical stage of the Lys Battle has already been publicly acknowledged. I wish to add my personal tribute to the fine fighting qualities displayed by this Division.’

 Even with this success there were rumours of the disbandment of the division and the absorption of the brigade by another division. However, when a new General arrived to take over the division, all was suddenly right.

 For bravery during the German offensive in April, Captain Pearce was awarded the Military Cross and Corporal Collinson and CSM Graham were awarded the DCM.

 As well as a new General, the battalion got a new Commanding Officer - Lieutenant Colonel E. H. Rigg of the KOYLI, a career officer who had previously commanded two other battalions. Shortly after taking over the battalion, he was to be awarded a bar to his DSO.

 May was a quiet month for the battalion, if not for the enemy. During the night there was considerable aerial activity and constant shelling of the back areas culminating on 17 May with between 2000 and 3000 shells falling on one small area in one day. After periods in the line, the battalion was rested between 24 May and 8 June when a considerable amount of time was spent in specialist training, range practice and parades. The usual football matches took place as well as boxing matches. It was during this time that ‘span ish Flu’first appeared in the battalion. There were so many cases that a house was set apart as an isolation hospital, with Private Pearson in charge of it. There was nothing to do but sweat it out and, although some of the cases were very serious and had to be sent off to the Field Ambulance, there were no deaths.

 After this generally pleasant interlude, the battalion moved towards the front and on 21 June they took over the line North-East of the Nieppe Forest where they had fought the Germans to a standstill only a few weeks previously. The tour of duty was uneventful, apart from the arrival of two officers and five men of 78th American Division, who did little to inspire the men and the angling competition:

 ‘We were relieved on June 25th after a very quiet period (forever notable if only for the fishing expeditions with Mills bombs, organised by headquarters’details, in the canal - the signallers’ ninety-four roach with the first bomb being the best catch recorded - immediately after which the “professional” bombers drew a complete blank despite several casts).’
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 Many American units were trained by the British.


 An attack was planned during this period and all Company Commanders went out to reconnoitre the assembly positions prior to the attack, which was designed to push the Germans further away from Nieppe Forest. The battalion were to be on the right of the attack between La Becque and Le Cornet Perdu. Zero hour was set at 6 am on 28 June.

 The brief rest period was to be spent in training for the attack, and on 27 June the battalion headed for the front line. Prior to parading for the trenches, the whole battalion had the attack fully explained to them with maps and photographs. After a considerable march the assembly positions were reached just after 1 am; the only casualty on the way up being Lieutenant J. St. C. Richardson, son of the second commanding officer of the battalion.

 At 6 am the barrage started and the four waves of the battalion moved forward through tall corn, passing through the British wire along previously prepared lanes - lanes purportedly cleared by the CO and a Captain - without any difficulty. There was no impediment to their progress and as a result the men rapidly caught up to the protective barrage by zero plus 2. Some of the men were moving so quickly that their forward penetration left them vulnerable to their own artillery and many casualties resulted. As well as the speed of the advance, short-falling artillery shells were also causing casualties. On the right flank, where the Commercials abutted the 12th Gloucesters of the 5th Division, a few of the 18 pounders were firing short before the lift of the first barrage. This resulted in a number of casualties including the Commander of C Company, Major Traill, who was killed in the first five minutes of the attack. One of the very young soldiers who had arrived as a reinforcement was Private Beeston, who recalled the troops being too far forward for their own safety that day:
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 Major Colin  Traill’s grave as erected by the men of his battalion.


 ‘I joined up at 17 1/2 in February 1917 and went to France in March 1918.I was wounded in June 1918, arrived in Leeds where I remained until December 1918 and was discharged with a small disability pension… I was unable to trace any of my comrades and assumed they were all lost in our offensive in June. I believe they were caught in our own barrage which they should have waited to lift.’

 Prior to the attack, the battalion had experienced this problem while still in the assembly area. An 18 pounder gun, although reported several times, continued to fire short with most of the shells falling around Battalion HQ and just behind the waiting troops, causing a number of casualties before the attack had even started.

 Lt. Colonel Rigg’s report on ‘Operation Borderland’described the situation:

 ‘The resistance shown by the enemy was very slight. In most cases they attempted to run away after the barrage had passed and were either captured or killed by our men or else ran into our barrage in front of them. A number of prisoners were taken who had had no time to man their tranches (sic) before they were captured. At certain points there was some slight resistance and at GARS BRUGGHE the Left of the attack was held up for a short time by MG fire but, on the flank of this farm being turned by the Company on the right, the resistance was speedily overcome.’The Battalion History describes how easy the attack was:
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British heavy artillery shell bursting during the advance.
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 ‘The Germans belonging to the 208th Regiment having “stood down” when daylight came, were completely taken by surprise - as was proved by the boots and sets of equipment (including numerous automatic pistols) which were found in every deserted bivouac - and so put up very little resistance.’

 The automatic pistols were quickly picked up as souvenirs. At the farm, when the mortars were brought into action, the garrison bolted. Private E. Thynne of D Company was the first man to enter the farm, and for his bravery during the day was awarded the DCM. Enemy retaliation was generally weak although at around fourteen minutes after zero hour, the German bombardment of the British front line was very heavy for about thirty minutes. Fortunately by this time most of the troops had moved forward and consequently casualties were very light.

 Private Aust was present for this action and recalled that the battalion:‘

 Attacked through waist-high corn from the trenches covering Hazebrouck where we had brought the Germans to a halt in April. Our artillery barrage was now terrific and the Germans were demoralised. I went over with the 4th wave and as we advanced through an orchard, limbs and parts of German bodies festooned the trees and blood was dripping on us as we advanced to the Plat Becq, a distance of about a mile. 300 prisoners were taken and our casualties about half that figure, many from our own barrage.’These comments are borne out by Lt. Colonel Rigg’s report:

 ‘All arrangements working to the clock except for the unfortunate fact that the majority of the casualties were caused by our own guns, otherwise these would have been light.’

A very successful attack was marred by the number of casualties suffered - twenty-seven other ranks were killed in action with seven dying of wounds on the day or within the next few days, most of which resulted from British artillery shells falling short. One of the soldiers killed was Private Isaac Reuben, a clerk before the war who lived at 5 Garden Street, Hull. He had just turned twenty-six and was a member of a large Jewish family which consisted of his widowed mother, five brothers between the ages of eight and twenty-two, four sister aged between eight and twenty-six and one half sister (age unknown).

 All the officers of C Company were casualties - Captain Lloyd-Jones, MC, 2/Lieutenant C. Brooks, 2/Lieutenant Gordon and 2/Lieutenant Owens all wounded, and Captain Wright from battalion HQ had to go forward to take command. For successful leadership and bravery the MC was awarded to Captain Hall, Captain Wright, Lieutenant Hall, Lieutenant Anderton, 2/Lieutenant Hadrill and 2/ Lieutenant Wallace, MM.

 At 7.20 am the final objectives were reached. However, long range machine gun fire made consolidating the gains difficult at first.

 The Commercials were to bear the brunt of the German retaliation. In the afternoon, parties of the enemy were seen in the fields near La Becque Farm massing prior to a counter-attack but SOS flares brought down a British artillery barrage and the enemy quickly dispersed. German shelling of the front line and intervening ground caused casualties among the support troops and working parties. Among the working parties was Private Clappison:

 ‘Same carry on around Nieppe Forest, a bit of stretcher bearingthrown in and trench digging. And at 9 o’clock started carrying out the dead till about 3 am on.’

 The next day consisted of: ‘Burying and carrying dead all day.’
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 92 Brigade front was advanced by over 1,000 yards as a result of this attack. It was an expensive operation with the War Diary recording one officer and twenty-four men killed, five officers and 137 men wounded and two men wounded, believed killed, with two men missing (Soldiers died in the Great War lists one officer and twenty-nine men killed that day). The number of wounded was quite high, but the motor ambulances were able to get close to the front line, enabling their rapid removal from the area. So good was this removal, aided by the German prisoners, that the Official History recorded that:

 ‘The advanced dressing stations specialized in hot soup and nourishment rather than surgery.’Between the two divisions a total of seven officers and 432 other ranks were taken prisoner. The Battalion History records that:

 ‘The prisoners were Saxons of the 32nd Division and Prussians of the 44th Division, and from both came confirmation of the rumour that influenza was rife in the German Army and that it had recently helped to hold up their advance.’Influenza was rapidly spreading across the world and, before the pandemic died out, in just over eighteen months it claimed more lives than the whole of the Great War.

 As well as prisoners, a considerable amount of material was captured, including four field guns, a quantity of mustard gas shells, which were fired against the Germans the next day, fourteen trench mortars (light and heavy) and seventy-seven machine guns. The total number of German dead is unknown but was certainly considerable, 92 Brigade alone burying 135.

 The battalion were pleased with what they had achieved. So too was their Commanding Officer who wrote that:

 ‘The dashing courage of all the officers and men taking part was beyond surprise.’

 The ease of the victory gave the allies a valuable piece of information -the Germans were not planning an offensive in this area.

 After two quiet days in the new front line the battalion marched to Morbecque Camp. Here they trained and reorganised. To replace Major Traill, Captain G A Wright was appointed as the new Commanding Officer of C Company. The rest was short, and on 4 July the battalion returned to the line.
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 German assault troops sheltering in a trench by a wrecked French tank, during July 1918.


 Life at the front was very quiet but potentially dangerous because it was impossible to dig proper trenches. The approaches to the line were across flat ground and could only be approached at night. A bonus point to life in the area was the fact that it had not been fought over very much and as a result there were fields of new potatoes and green peas to sup?plement the army diet. Added to the bully beef they made, ‘meals fit for a king’.

 In one farm they found a litter of young pigs and with the assistance of a butcher and a cook, both in the battalion, they dined, for two days on roast pork garnished with new potatoes and peas. They left the area with heavy hearts as they were unable to take the food with them. Later they learned that Headquarters transport had taken everything they could carry. During this period, Lt. Colonel Rigg went to Paris on leave, Captain J C. Dunn, DSO, MC, MM (RAMC) joined the battalion as the new medical officer, and much needed reinforcements, both of officers and men began to arrive.

 Enemy resistance was apparently starting to crumble. During an attack by the 11th Battalion, the enemy seemed willing to become prisoners. On 14 July when a B Company patrol discovered a German machine-gun post, they found a lack of interest in fighting:

 ‘As our men approached, the German gunners fired a short burst, but, as our men held on their course, they ran away. Our patrol thereupon took possession of the gun which they brought safely back to our lines.’

 Returning to the line on 22 July, they found themselves close to the battlefield of 28 June. They had relieved the 11th Battalion who had gone into support but even so they came back to make a raid on an enemy post between Cornet Perdu and Plate Becque. When no enemy were reported, the Commercials decided to join in and sent out two patrols, one finding no trace of the enemy, the other meeting strong resistance. Battalion patrols were also active the next night, as were the Germans who fired a considerable number of gas shells at the battalion lines during the day.
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 A map showing the British advance during what has become known as the ‘100 days’.


 A fighting patrol was sent out on the last night of the tour. At 12.05 am on 3 August, only a few hours before the relieving battalion was due to replace them:

 ‘Lieut. Krog and 2nd. Lieut. Hatfield with 20 o.r. raided enemy shell hole posts at… under cover of a barrage. Two prisoners of 187th R.I.R. were brought back. Our casualties one man wounded.

 ‘12.30 a.m.

 Patrol return to our lines. Weather, very wet and night intensely dark… Relief complete 3.30a.m.’

 Lieutenant Krog was awarded the MC for his work in leading the patrol.

 Out of the line the men rested, playing soccer. Private Tait had complained back in 1915 and 1916 of the unfairness of the military system with regard to rank. During this period it reared its head again but he was not there to experience it. Upon reaching military age he had been drafted and was fighting as a pioneer in the 7th Durham Light Infantry. The incident concerned a piece of land which was scheduled for a rugby match between the Commercials and the Tradesmen; however, the field was also wanted by the officers for a polo practice. Naturally the practice came first and the real match had to be postponed!

 The average age of the battalion was now around twenty years of age, replacements being mostly inexperienced nineteen year olds. At the other end of the scale, were the over forty year olds and those whose medical category meant that they were only fit to be garrison troops. Although sent initially to be garrison troops, but as the demand for manpower increased they suddenly found themselves upgraded to frontline troops.

 After a few days at the front, the battalion were pulled out to replace such a group of soldiers:

 ‘We were unexpectedly relieved by the 15th K.O.Y.L.I. so that we could move to the left to replace some B.1. men of the 8th Royal Irish Regiment (40th Division)… They had only done four days’trench duty altogether, while their Signallers had but six weeks’training, and the whole battalion seemed amazed to find themselves actually in the fighting area.’
 
 Both sides were rapidly running out of men.

 Old they may have been, but they had still managed to advance the line using the tactic of infiltration, that is pushing forward where there was little resistance. However, in order to improve defence of the positions the battalion found it necessary to form a new line on taking over.

 The next day they repeated the process but were forced back and when the left hand battalion failed to take its objectives, they had to retire. By the end of the day, both battalions were able to move forward resulting in the capture of Vieux Berquin. At 4 am on 15 August two companies moved forward, taking all objectives and one prisoner. These two days cost the battalion seventeen fatal casualties. The battalion then went into reserve for two days before relieving the 11th Battalion in posts near Le Cornet Perdu.

 The war was now in a more flexible phase, one in which small unit actions could advance the allied line. Using daylight patrols, the Commercials attempted to move forward but were held by determined enemy resistance. The next day, 19 August, with help from the 11th Battalion, fighting patrols crossed the Vieux Berquin road to establish new forward posts after eliminating pockets of resistance around the cross-roads. On the night of 20 August the battalion were relieved by the 10th King’s Own Scottish Borderers (KOSB). It had been an expensive month in terms of men - 2/Lieutenant Buttery was killed on the 20th, thirty other ranks also died during the month, 2/Lieutenants Taylor and Humphries were wounded, 2/Lieutenant Hatfield was gassed and 2/Lieutenant Marshall was missing.

 Over the next two weeks the battalion were kept busy with athletics, the Divisional Horse Show - in which the battalion came second, salvage work in the old front line, musketry, specialist training and practising attacks on a two company front. During training on 3 September, orders were received to relieve 1st KOSB near Pont d’Achelles and the companies were quickly brought back from their respective training and organised for the move.
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The remains of a German soldier discovered in a deserted part of the battlefield.


 What should have been a quiet relief proved to be lethal for one platoon:

 ‘A platoon under Lieutenant Earle was led by a K.O.S.B. guide through the village of Nieppe.This village had been heavily shelled during the day and should have been skirted. A direct hit was registered on above platoon with the result that the Commander and 10 o.r. were killed and 6 o.r. wounded. The relief was thereby delayed until 4.0 a.m.’

 The night was recalled by Private Pearson:

 ‘One night moving up to take over a portion of line our guide took us the wrong way, along a road subject to sudden and fierce enemy shell fire. We had just reached… Pont Neuf… where we halted whilst the guide tried to sort out his whereabouts, when a 5.9? shell landed right in the middle of a platoon of our chaps killing many instantly, among them a lad I had known the greater part of my life… his tragic death shook me for some time.’

 Thirteen other ranks died that day.

 There was to be no let-up with the forward momentum. The next day the battalion were supposed to advance on a 2,000 yard front, penetrate 1,500 yards on the right and 2,000 yards on the left; zero hour was 8.35 am. The Germans were certain to be jumpy because at 8 am, the 29th Division were to attack and take Hill 63 under the cover of an artillery barrage. When the Hill 63 attack started, for some reason, the enemy artillery shelled the assembly positions in which the Commercials were waiting. It was not an auspicious start, and to add to their problems, the attack was over flat ground, devoid of cover, there was to be no artillery barrage and the enemy were alert. Moving over the open ground the men were exposed to machine-gun fire which caused a number of casualties. German resistance was strong; C Company advanced 1,000 yards, D Company managed 500 yards while B Company was forced to retire to its original position. Later in the day, orders were received that the battalion had to push ahead if this was possible without sustaining heavy casualties. The renewed attack met strong opposition and was not continued. For very little gain, the battalion suffered heavily again. Lieutenant Earl and 2/Lieutenant Cheesbrough were killed, Captain Wallace, Lieutenant Oakden and 2/Lieutenant Rayner (actually killed in action) were wounded, and sixty-nine other ranks were casualties, of which ten were killed that day.

 After one ‘peaceful penetration’, two men of D Company were left behind in enemy territory, believed killed, although some of the returning troops thought they were alive but wounded and hiding in the corn. As a stretcher bearer Private Pearson was asked to go and find them. Taking another soldier as his guide, they both changed into camouflage suits and crawled out into the cornfield on stomachs and allfours. After safely crossing the cornfield they stumbled upon a concealed enemy post which contained personal equipment and rifles; fortunately there was no sign of the enemy. Retiring to the edge of the field they waited; no one returned so they continued their search but, finding nothing, they returned to their own lines.
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 The end was sensed early on bymagazine.


 At 3 am on 5 September the battalion moved into support and on the march back a fatal accident occurred:

 ‘A man picked up a dud shell and threw it away causing it to explode with the result that one man was killed (Private Joseph Britton) and six wounded. The man himself was slightly wounded. It was thought at first that the accident was caused by a Bosche (sic) “booby trap” but this was subsequently proved incorrect.’

The next day Lieutenant Colonel Rigg was summoned to Brigade HQ to be told the battalion was to launch another attack, this time with an artillery barrage; the Punch final objective was to be the River Lys. After the conference, he returned to Steenwerck, where the battalion was waiting, collected his Company Commanders and took them back to Brigade HQ to have the operation and the artillery barrage explained to them. The immediacy of the attack precluded the usual reconnoitring of the assembly positions by the assault battalion so this would be done by the intelligence officer of the 11th Battalion, the battalion which was responsible for the section of the line through which the attack was being made. The second lieutenant carefully chose the assembly positions and the Commercials were able to wait unseen on the morning of the attack.

 This was fortunate for the attacking troops because: ‘The Bosche (sic) was evidently nervous and his guns fired a certain amount of counter preparation. The line of his barrage was noticed to be about 500x (yards) in front of our assembly positions.’

 Zero hour was set at 10am on 7 September. By 11 am the attacking troops had advanced about 1,200 yards to the light railway near Harrisburg junction but were still about 1,200 yards short of their objective - the River Lys. Soyer Farm, which was surrounded by a moat as well as being very heavily wired, put up a determined resistance. The Germans shelled the whole area all afternoon and, even when the battalion were relieved by the 11th East Lancashires, the position was still very uncertain.

 Two problems were encountered during the attack. Firstly, a novel feature of the attack was the smoke screen, which, when put down, did not blanket the troops for the first two minutes, thereby allowing theGermans to see what was happening. A second failure was the barrage which had been arranged to fall 500 yards in front of the assembly positions; this distance left the enemy machine gunners untouched and as a result they were able to open fire on the advancing battalion when they were at their most vulnerable - when they came to the uncut wire.
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 A smokescreen advance especially for public consumption.


 Casualties were again very heavy. Lieutenant Krog and 2/Lieutenant Bradbury were killed and 2/Lieutenants Gordon and Myhall were wounded, while thirty other ranks were killed, with a number dying of wounds over the next few days.

 The next day the attack was continued by the 11th Battalion. After initially making good progress, their left flank was turned and the attack broke down; they also suffered heavy casualties.

 After a brief respite, the battalion relieved the 11th East Lancs on 8 September. It was wet and the going was difficult.

 A morning patrol the next day found Poncteau Farm empty. Accordingly, the battalion adjusted its line, moving forward, meeting with only slight opposition. Soyer Farm had still not been taken and on the 10th, a sniper from the garrison shot and killed Lieutenant Hutchinson, the Brigade Intelligence officer, who was out to reconnoitre the position. No further offensive action was taken by the battalion and that night they were relieved by the 11th East Lancs.

 The battalion was kept in reserve for a day and then marched to Bailleul where a train was ready to take them to Hazebrouck. On arrival they marched to a village that had been largely unaffected by the war, Staple. Here they were to train, clean up, reorganise and go, voluntarily, to church. The village had such an effect on them that even the War Diary makes a comment:

 ‘This was the first opportunity the battalion had had for some months of living for a short time in a comparatively civilised area, and the change was very welcome.’

 This was a very memorable ten day rest and the troops packed a lot into their time there:

 ‘The Sergeants established a very comfortable Battalion Mess… Headquarters beat A Company by 5 goals to nil; the Battalion XI lost to a team of giants from the MT (A.S.C.)… the rugger XV played two very close games with the 11th Battalion, losing… (both games)…we visited the quaint old hill-top town of Cassel; French classes were started… the “Nissen Nuts” gave several open-air shows… most of us went over to Hondeghem to see “The Tonics” in their new black and white costumes.’

 No mention of replacements is made apart from the arrival of eight new officers.

 Between 20 and 22 September the battalion was in divisional reserve but was not needed. This last night of rest was remembered by Private Clappison because it was his birthday and he, ‘had a glorious night… all but drunk. Majority of HQ the same.’

 The next day they marched back to Hazebrouck where they billeted in a boys’school and in the morning caught the train back to Bailleul. Immediately on arrival they marched to relieve 12th Royal Scots Fusiliers just North of Pont de Nieppe.They were in the same lines they had left two weeks previously. The stay in the line was very quiet and on 25 September they moved to Neuve-Eglise for a thirty-six hour rest prior to taking part in the battle for Ploegsteert Wood.

 During this period Private Beeken recalled a prophetic conversation with his Company Commander:

 ‘One evening I found myself in a ditch with the Company Captain who was one of the original 10th EYR. In our conversation he said, “You know, we’ve had a lot of fighting since we came to France. So much so, that we cannot expect to survive it”. I replied, “Yes we’ve had a long and hard time in France but we’ve come out of it all right, so far. Our luck can hold out”. On the 28th, we made an attack on Ploegsteert Wood and the Captain was killed when he burst into a clearing directly in front of a German machine gun.’

 D and HQ Companies spent the night in an intricate system of tunnels in the chalk hillside near ‘Hyde Park Corner’, which had been excavated by the Germans; the other three companies waited in the assembly positions previously reconnoitred by Captain Hall. Zero hour was moved back because the rain was so heavy. At 3 pm the battalion advanced:

 ‘Under cover of a creeping barrage with a view to working along the NE edge of Polegsteert Wood, thus protecting the right flank of the 11th East Lancashire Regt who were attacking on our left. They were then to turn to the right and work Southwards through the wood, finally taking up a position outside the SE edge. Owing however to the very effective barrage which the enemy put up as soon as ours opened, and also the very heavy machine gun fire from the wood, the two right companies of the battalion were unable to advance beyond the road running from Hyde Park Corner in a NE direction. The left Coy. were able to push forward keeping in touch with the 11th East Lancs. Regt. thus affording cover for their right flank.’

 In the first few minutes of the attack all three company commanders became casualties and the battalion lost heavily being reduced from twenty-five officers and 520 men to fourteen officers and 384 men.

 ‘Early in the evening D Coy under CAPT LE BLANQ were ordered up to reinforce and reorganise the battalion front. This was satisfactorily done, the line held running from U19b5.5 in touch with the 18th DLI to U15c4.9 in touch with the 11th E. Lancs at PROWSE POST.

 ‘During the evening the enemy attempted a local counterattack against the left coy. but were driven off with loss.’Casualties were heavy: three Company Commanders were wounded, eight men killed and an unknown number wounded. Even though they were only in support the 11th Battalion also suffered some fatalities due to enemy shelling.

 The next morning was quiet and the Germans appeared to have moved back. When patrols were sent out they met no opposition. The wood, so bitterly contested the day before, was now empty of the enemy. Quickly the battalion moved forward and took up positions past the wood.

 After passing through the wood the War Diary recorded:

 ‘Going through the wood that the majority of the enemy’s m.g. posts, in some cases, pillboxes were absolutely untouched by our artillery fire, this no doubt accounts for the difficulty of assembling on the slopes N of HYDE PARK CORNER and the crossfire from which the battalion suffered as soon as it started to advance.’

 The enemy machine-gun posts in the wood were extremely well concealed and those made of concrete were very well constructed.

 The next day the battalion, in conjunction with the units on both its flanks, was ordered to move to the Warnave line. This penetration was carried out with little opposition, although when they took up the new line there was considerable machine gun and sniper activity.

On 1 October the battalion moved forward again:
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 A German heavy gun captured by the British army.


 ‘In going round the line early in the morning it was noticed that whereas on the previous day MG and snipers’fire had been heavy today there was little or none at all. Consequently at 12.0 noon a general advance was ordered and the line of the road from C7b5.1 to C4a4.7 was the objective (The line of the road running parallel with and on the south side of the Warnave River but half a mile beyond it). The two right coys. reached this without trouble but the left coy. met considerable artillery and m.g. fire and were unable to advance beyond the GRID LINE running E and W between squares U27 and C3.’D Company went forward but were forced to retire to the starting point, Desperrier Farm, when 18th DLI could not advance; fortunately, casualties were light. That night the battalion was relieved by the 11th Battalion and marched off to Aldershot lines.

 Across the whole of the Western front the allies were advancing, with the Germans pulling back in an organised way. Resistance was lessening but could still be strong on a local basis. The momentum of the advance was supposed to rely on ‘peaceful penetration’, thus reducing casualties. The actual casualty figures for this battle belie this. The battalion attacked with a strength of twenty-five officers and men, on leaving the line this was down to twelve officers and 394 men and of the eight new officers who had joined on 20 September, two were dead and three wounded. The total casualty breakdown was thirty-six soldiers killed or died of their wounds and a further eighty-eight were wounded. Officer casualties were Captain Dugdale (a very popular original member of the battalion who had entertained the battalion with his violin playing), 2/Lieutenants Pygott, Dobson and Rendle - killed. Captains Dunn (RAMC), Wright, Le Blancq and Pearce, Lieutenants Eycott and Yorke, 2/Lieutenants Heath and Copley - wounded with 2/Lieutenant Banham missing.

 The full cost of ‘peaceful penetration’is shown by 92 Brigade casualty returns for the period August to October. This records the number of deaths in September as 168 out of the 221 for the three month period; a similar picture is painted for wounded, 720 out of 953, and for missing 139 out of 169.

 After a ten day rest, the battalion was ready for its next obstacle -crossing the River Lys. While the battalion had been away from the front the other brigades in the division had pushed forward to the river. the Commercials were to cross and move on; A Company was to be the first to send a patrol across. The opposition amounted to two German soldiers, one of whom was French but from Alsace-Lorraine, both of whom wanted to surrender:

 ‘In October we moved to posts on the River Lys. One night an officer and a man crossed the river in a boat and found on the bank two Germans with their hands up.’
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 Captors and captives together watch British tanks move forward.


 After this unexpected success, a platoon from the same company crossed the river at 3 am to attack Uncut trench; there was no opposition - the trench was found to be empty. Posts were then established on the east bank but no further progress was made as the enemy still held the trenches along the Deulemont-Warneton road. Some twelve hours later, at 3 pm the remainder of the company crossed the river. With their arrival there were sufficient troops to push the enemy back. A further company crossed at 5.30 pm and the line became firmly established allowing the 11th Battalion to take over and the Commercials to retire across the river. The war was entering a new phase. Over the next couple of days, the 11th Battalion moved forward so quickly that the advancing troops began to meet civilians still living in the towns and villages that they were liberating.

 The three battalions in 92 Brigade took it in turns to move forward in Company strength columns, covered by a screen of Cyclist Corps troops; a manoeuvre practised while at Hornsea but never used until now. The German withdrawal had been characterised by a trail of destruction designed to stop the allies using the railways and utilities. It therefore came as no surprise that the arrival of the British should be greeted initially with caution and then relief and happiness when the population realised who they were.

 When the Commercials marched through the 11th Battalion lines to continue the pursuit, they came upon their first French inhabitants in a village near Tourcoing. Private Beeken remembered the experience: ‘

 The Coy crossed on the following day on a raft or bridge made by the RE’s of sump boards and empty petrol tins lashed together. It was very tricky crossing but we did it without any accident. The advance continued towards Tourcoing. We entered one village. There was dead silence - no sign of any life. We marched on. Suddenly we heard a cry “Les anglais”. Doors opened and people rushed out to us. Oh dear! They couldn’t do enough for us.’

 The battalion’s advance was halted along the Roncq to Bondues road (the main Lille to Menin road) and in the morning the 11th East Lancs took over. It was time for the battalion to rest, so they moved off to Wattrelos, a suburb of Roubaix to spend a week in the arms of villagers who had been living under German occupation since the start of the war. What happened to the men is described in the Battalion History:

 ‘The frenzied throngs of people in the beflagged streets almost exactly fulfilled our 1914 dreams of how King Edward Street would look when we came home again. Ordered marching was impossible, women pressed flags and flowers upon us and when we were free to fraternise we found every house open to us. Food and drink of every kind were pressed upon men who, even when they realised what sacrifices were involved, found it very difficult to recompense their delighted hosts; and to crown it all, we slept in their best feather beds.

 ‘Indeed they could not do enough for us to show their delight and gratitude at their deliverance from the Germans, who had occupied Wattrelos since the begining of the war. The band came into its own again here and gave nightly performances, much to the enjoyment of the inhabitants.’

 With their seven day rest over on the 25th, they dutifully marched north to Cuerne where, the next day, they were transported by lorry to Belgiek. From here they marched to Ooteghem to relieve 12th Cameronians and 18th Seaforth Highlanders. The next day the whole area was heavily bombarded, particularly the Ootegham to Kleinronsse road, by the enemy, resulting in several gas casualties among the men.

 Leaving Cuerne, Private Beeken saw something rather strange happening - there was obviously no love lost between these neighbours. After a night’s rest they:

 ‘Set off to go to the railway station. To our surprise we found a man taking the tiles from his neighbour’s house and putting them on his own. We didn’t see any other person in the village.’

 The battalion moved the line forwards until 29 October when it was once again taken out of the line, marching back to billets between Harlebeke and Deerlyck. In the Battalion History, two captures from this period are recorded:

 ‘The cooks were particularly proud of their captured German field kitchen, with its gleaming copper boiler (which was eventually brought back to Hull when the cadre came home). Here also was an abandoned German field gun in good condition, just outside the headquarters farm. One of the day’s diversions was to fire this gun - using mangold wurzels as ammunition!’

During this period Lieutenant Colonel Rigg left for a six month posting in England. Major Hewson, the senior Major in the battalion assumed command.
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 German cooker and personnel captured by the battalion at Harlebecke, October 1918.


 Just two days later the battalion and indeed the whole brigade were ‘Stood To’, for an attack that day. This attack saw the brigade in support for 94 Brigade who were attacking in conjunction with 34th Division and the French. As the attack was an outstanding success, there was no need for the reserves to move forward, and the battalion spent the day collecting up German war material, including a large number of Belgian hares and chickens, left behind by the rapidly retreating enemy troops, which soon ended up in pies. That the attack was a success is shown by the fact that all the objectives were taken, with the capture of 568 prisoners of war and eighteen field guns. The next day, while the battalion was continuing its salvage work, they heard of the armistice that was to come into effect that day with the Ottoman and Hapsburg Empires. On top of this welcome news was the fact the Germans were retreating rapidly and their resistance was crumbling - the battalion only suffered ten fatal casualties in October compared with 168 in September.

After recovering from the wound in his foot, Private Beeken returned to France but was not to return to his unit for the final days of the war. Instead he was given leave to go to Paris to meet the girl he had been writing to for over a year. While his friends were practising for their next attack, he was being shown the sights of Paris by future parents-in-law. It was not until 5 November that he was ordered to St. Omer, to wait at the cavalry barracks until he was needed.

 Around the same time, Private Aust, who was a member of the signal section, and generally out of danger, had another lucky escape. The Germans were laying booby traps which would catch the unwary: ‘A few days before the armistice we entered a barn at the end of our day’s advance to pass the night when someone noticed that the earth floor had been disturbed. We were ordered to sleep in the paddock. During the night the barn went up. More luck!’


[image: images]

 A short article from The Hull Daily Mail which claims to know why the Germans lost the war.


 Halluin, a suburb of Menin, was the destination of the battalion on 3 November, where on arrival they were billeted in a large factory. Here they were to undertake four days of training and then march almost all the way back to where they had set off from. Their destination was Marcke, near the River Lys where they were to practise crossing the river in collapsible boats - in reality planks covered by tarpaulins. This was in preparation for the forthcoming attack across the River L’Escaut to be undertaken by 31st Division. Only two ‘boats’were available for the battalion to practise with and, as each could only hold eight men, it meant a lot of trips to get the men across to the other side - so many trips that only three companies were able to cross. C Company only had time to dismantle the boats and return them to stores before returning to billets. In the evening, Lieutenant-Colonel Hewson explained about the crossing and the attack to the officers and NCOs. The next day the brigade marched to billets in Ooteghem on the 8th, after leaving all heavy kit and blankets at Marcke. Fortunately for the battalion, a French civilian swam the canal and explained that the Germans were falling back. Very soon after this, 11th East Lancs crossed the river without opposition and the attack was cancelled. The battalion crossed the river the dry way, later in the day, using a temporary bridge put up by the Royal Engineers and marched to their billets in a large house. On their march from Amougies to Reussignies they were greeted by crowds of cheering civilians. It was on this march that Private Pearson saw a car flying a large white flag - later they heard that it was the German delegation coming to ask for an armistice.

 That night the padre, Captain Braithwaite, suggested to his unbelieving fellow officers, that the war was over. However, when they woke up in the morning the war was still on, and the Commercials, following closely behind the 11th Battalion, marched through Renaix. Here, one French civilian, was so thrilled at being liberated that he marched the whole length of the town backwards, playing the National Anthem on the violin!

 The town was congested with traffic trying to move eastwards and progress through it was slow for the battalion. Stray shells and the crack of rifle and machine gun fire provided further evidence that the war was not yet over and also that they were not far away from the enemy. Billets that night were in the Haisette area, in a damaged convent, which the battalion reached at 5.30 pm. Out in front were the 11th Battalion who were experiencing some opposition to their advance, particularly from machine guns. As they reached their billeting area they encountered a couple of stretcher parties carrying out casualties to the regimental aid post.

 Battalion Headquarters at Ellezelles, which was described as a squalid, poverty-stricken village, was the first to receive the news of the armistice, with its 11am cease-fire that day, 11 November. Private Pearson’s bed that night was some hard, cold tiles:

 ‘I stuck it as long as I could and then put on my boots (the only concession to going to bed) and went out into the village street for a quiet think and a smoke and it was whilst I was sitting there that the runner arrived with the news for the company that an armistice had been signed.’Four hours later the news was sent out to the men:

 ‘Battalion Runners carried the news to the Companies at 6am, when such a heavy bombardment was in progress so very near at hand that most of our men turned over, for that last hour in bed, well nigh incredulous! Later, when the men began to stir and to discuss the momentous news there was a surprising lack of enthusiasm. The war had continued so long that we had come to know army life pretty well - civilian life would mean taking a fresh plunge - besides breaking up what seemed lifelong friendships.’Private Aust rembered the lack of interest:

 ‘The night before the armistice (of which we had no inkling) we were sleeping in a cowshed with the top half of the door open. In the early morning the sentry called in, “Eh lads, the war’s over”. The only response was from someone who crashed a heavy object against the closed half of the door and everyone slept again.’Another soldier also recalled the apathy of the men:

 ‘The moment to which we had been looking forward for four long years had really come. What plans we had made for it, the excitement, the jubilation, no more parades or inspections, no more going over the top, whether to attack or on a wiring party; just to return to normal life once more, whatever normal life may be and now that it has come we just can’t believe it or what to do with it. There was just no enthusiasm whatsoever, especially as, at the very moment we received the news a most heavy bombardment was taking place.’
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 It was also a time of confusion for some men:

 ‘It was all so new, …we had become used to not thinking for ourselves, being ordered here and there to do that and I must confess, for myself a time of bewilderment as to not only the immediate present but the future, the return to civvy street, and how would some of the chaps behave once the enforcement of army discipline was relaxed for one was only too well aware of re-actionary voices here and there…’

 As the armistice was not signed until 5.05 am it is interesting to speculate as to how the battalion knew prematurely. It was not until 6.50 am the Advanced GHQ sent out official notification:

 ‘Hostilities will cease at 11.00 hours to-day, November 11th. Troops will stand fast on the line reached at that hour, which will be reported by wire to Advanced GHQ. Defensive precautions will be maintained. There will be no intercourse of any description with the enemy until the receipt of instructions from GHQ. Further instructions will follow.’
 
 This message was sent out to the five British armies and was received by them between 7.05 and 7.30am. This gave the army less than four hours to stop the war. The Official Historian wrote:

 ‘The less than four hours’interval gave barely time for the information to reach the front-line troops, and hostilities, both on ground and in the air, were continued until the last moment.’This short amount of time was to cause some confusion. Even with details of the armistice being known in the front line, Corps HQ were unable to substantiate the news when it was questioned by 31st Division; they were told to continue the advance at 9am. The lead battalion was to be the Commercials but, fortunately for them, at 8.45am information was received about the cessation of hostilities. Orders were then changed to setting up a line of pickets as far east as possible before 11am. Instead of the Commercials, the 11th East Lancashires were to move forward. Pickets were formed without opposition and the river bank was found to be clear of the enemy. The civilian population of Renaix and the neighbourhood received the division and the news of the armistice with great enthusiasm.

 In the battalion area there was some shelling but at 11am all went quiet. The suspense of the final minutes of the war is described in the battalion history:

 ‘Then as 11am approached, little groups gathered in that very drab village street (Ellezelles), under a grey sky, standing almost breathless, watches in hand, until it was all over, and we had come through.’

 The battalion fell in at 11.30 am and marched to Everbecq where they were to take over the positions vacated by the Germans that morning. The day was grey and turned wet as the battalion marched to Everbecq and their billets. As they marched, church bells could be heard in the distance. Private Aust remembered his final war-time march:

 ‘The following morning we had seven miles to advance to our armistice position. This consisted of a village, the main street of which constituted the armistice line. As we marched up this street to our position, at the junction of each side street on the German side stood a mounted Uhlan lancer in resplendent regalia.’

 The battalion had been in many billets, but the situation here was different:
‘
 
 It was a strange experience to take over billets which had been occupied by Germans in the morning, and even to see the villagers removing the fixed seats round the estaminet walls to get out the bicycles which had been hidden there since the Germans had commandeered all rubber, brass and copper. There were some French troops in Everbecq whose dancing in the estaminets to the music of the automatic pianos added to the gaiety of Armistice night.’

 It may have been a special occasion but none of the battalion cared:
  ‘Our road had been so hilly and so badly in need of repair that we were all exceedingly weary.’
 
 The Official Historian records that this quiet end to the war was the norm rather than the exception:
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 German prisoners under escort on a working party.


 ‘When 11 a.m. came the troops took the occasion in their usual matter of fact way: there was no outburst of cheering, no wild scene of rejoicing. Those who could lay down to sleep. The others went quietly about their duty with the strange feeling that all danger was absent.’But when darkness fell:

 ‘All gave way to rejoicing, searchlights wobbled in the sky, coloured lights of every description and S.O.S. signals illuminated the front lines, rockets went whizzing into the air, and field batteries fired their star shells. Some adventurous spirits lit bonfires, exploded small ammunition dumps and laid trails of guncotton and explosives which ran spluttering over the countryside like huge fiery serpents.’Private Tait who had been discharged as under-age in 1916 was drafted again in 1917 into the Northumberland Fusiliers. In his new unit he trained young soldiers until March 1918 when he was rapidly sent to France. After nearly eight months of fighting he found himself in Mons on the last day of the war. He, like the others in his old battalion was in no mood for celebrating:

 ‘I finished up in Mons where it all began for the British, and cried myself to sleep when the guns were silenced and the Armistice celebrations began in the town… and then I remembered Jesus also wept.’

However, the situation behind the lines was different; the rejoicing began immediately. Private Beeken who was in St Omer when the war ended, recorded the celebrations there:

 ‘In St. Omer church bells rang, fireworks exploded and there was great excitement.’But for him and the soldiers with him: ‘we took things very calmly. The war was over. What an anti-climax!’

 Back in Britain there was much celebration. Private Beeston, the eighteen year old conscript who had been injured back in June, was recovering in hospital. For him it was a very special day, it was the first time he tasted beer.

 When the battalion stopped moving forward, its part in the ‘The Final Advance’was complete. 31st Division - part of XV, II and XIX Corps’of Second Army - had fought its way forward over fifty miles of Flanders in eighty-six days during what was to become known as ‘The Advance in Flanders’.

 With peace there was no reason for their existence. It was now just a matter of time before they could all go home.


CHAPTER SEVEN

HOMEWARD BOUND – EVENTUALLY

Ever economical with words the war diary merely recorded, for the first day of peace for over four years, that,‘There will be no move today’. – Brigade order. In consequence the day was spent in clothing inspections and cleaning up. The usually loquacious divisional diarist was suddenly short of things to write about and recorded,‘Nothing to report’.

This was despite the fact that the division had been told it was not going into Germany and that it had suddenly been transferred to the Fifth Army. While this was certainly good for the men of the battalion as their next moves were to take them closer to home, it was not what many wanted –they had hoped to have been going to Germany as part of the Occupation Army.

On 13 November the battalion marched from Everbecq, through mud, and up and down hills to its new billets in Rigaudyre. Although the Battalion History makes no mention of the now unusual sounds heard on the march, the Divisional Diary is more forthcoming:
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The new Watch on The Rhine.
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The retreating Germans were treated as heroes when they crossed the Rhine. Retreating German soldiers leaving Cologne wearing flowers in their buttonholes.
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The French cavalry barracks at St. Omer, which the withdraw towards Ypres. After battalion stayed in bef ore moving into‘Hull Camp’.
 

 ‘During the morning explosions heard across the River Dendre but cause unknown.’ Private Aust heard the noise and feared the worst:

‘Two days after the armistice we were relieved and withdraw towards Ypres. After being on the march for a short time heavy artillery fire broke out just north of us where a French unit was situated. We feared the worst but after a few minutes the tumult died down and we continued our march to the rear.’
 
The diary also recorded the arrival of Prisoners of War in the area and a mysterious convoy:

‘A German motor car bearing the white flag and carrying three officers passed through Renaix this morning but its destination is not known. Repatriated British prisoners continue to arrive in our area. They are badly short of food, badly clothed, and many are wearing sabots and are without socks.’
 
With the lifting of censorship, the soldiers could now write what they wanted without having to worry about what their officer might think. Things were definitely changing.

Although the war was over, there were still to be casualties, some dying of wounds months after the war had finished, and others dying of illnesses. In the latter category was Private Clarence Bilbe who had served throughout the war with the battalion only to die, aged twenty-one, on 15 November from pneumonia.

The battalion started its move. On 21 November they spent the night in Menin, proceeding along the Menin Road, through its gate and through the Ypres battlefield:

‘With its derelict tanks and lines of barbed, rusting wire defences, stumpy tree trunks and the ghostly squalor of shell holes and so called trenches, most of them filled to the top with evil looking, awful smelling water and over-all a feeling of depression and death… the horror of it all made me want to vomit.’

Onward and westward, until on 29 November the battalion arrived in St. Omer where for a short time it was billeted in an old, bleak, bare French cavalry barracks. The trek had been like the times when the battalion had been out on rest, only this time there were no trenches to dig or stores to carry. Instead the time was passed with parade practices, football matches and award ceremonies.

From now until the formal reduction of the battalion to a cadre, both the Divisional and Battalion Diaries contain little of real interest from the military point of view – understandable, as the army was quickly winding down and sending men home. Very soon after arriving at St. Omer, essential workers were demobilised in an attempt to boost flagging output; with winter now, coal-miners were at the top of the list. Private Pearson, although not a miner, was scheduled for an early release as Merchant Navy personnel were classed as essential workers.

In order to further occupy the men’s minds, elementary education classes in a number of subjects were held; their purpose was to help the men’s transition to civilian life by teaching them about book-keeping and mechanics. Being a teacher, Private Beeken became involved with the programme:

‘I became the English teacher. It was really surprising how the men took such an interest in the work. I gave them what they wanted, viz, letter writing.’

Idle hands cause problems so battalion work parties started up. High on the list of suitable activities were road-mending, followed by something new – filling in trenches.

On 17 December, the battalion moved to St. Martin-au-Laert, about two kilometres outside St. Omer to live in huts which became known as the‘Hull Camp’. The battalion signallers were billeted away from the battalion in a farmhouse occupied by the owner and his wife. Private Beeken experienced considerable kindness when, after helping the farmer with some bales of hay, he was given soup and coffee every evening until he left France.

For the first time since Christmas 1914 there was time to organise a proper celebration. The festivities started off with a ceremonial parade at which three members of the battalion were awarded the French Croix de Guerre and were followed the next day, 25 December, with a parade and service and the Christmas meal. There was food aplenty. The battalion meal consisted of:

‘Turkeys, and plenty of them, with vegetables; also Christmas pudding flavoured with rum sauce, which was the genuine article. The canteen funds provided four barrels of beer.’ And to make it even more special, it was:
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The last Christmas card of the war.


‘Served to the men by the WOs and sergeants on real plates and in good mugs – the nearest approach to home life for three years.’

 Private Pearson recalled that,‘a good time seemed to be had by all’.

As if that was not enough, there was another meal in the evening at a restaurant in St. Omer, for the original members of Private Beeken’s Company. As he recalled,‘It was a small gathering’.

Then when he returned to his billet in the farmhouse there was even more food to come:

‘The signallers and the farmer’s wife had arranged a supper of soup, chicken, vegetables, wine ending with coffee.’

Everyone now waited for demobilisation. It started slowly but quickly picked up speed with essential officers and men, those from what were known as pivotal industries, being sent home every day. For those not in the essential groupings there was a basic routine of work, parade, classes and an occasional excursion to the shooting range.

Private Pearson was also demobbed in January along with a couple of friends. After visiting all his other friends in the battalion he went,‘to bed with the blissful thought that we were doing so under such conditions for the last time’.

The only excitement from now until the final parade in Hull was to come in the early hours of 29 January. The battalion received orders, along with a number of other battalions of the division, to proceed to Calais where trouble was expected from returned leave men and workers at the arsenal about the speed of demobilisation.

At 7 am the battalion entrained for Calais, the 11th Battalion leaving an hour later. The two battalions detrained in the early hours of the 30th and, even though there was snow on the ground, spent the night under canvas, at number three camp, Beaumaris. The whole of 31st and 35th Divisions were assembled ready to deal with suspected riots. On the 30th Calais was picketed by 105 Brigade to prevent the disorder spreading beyond the docks and storehouses which the RAOC had seized. The Battalion History recorded that:

‘Next day, at 11 am, we paraded in fighting order and moved off to take up a position in support to the 35th Division, but General Sir W.R. Birdwood, G.C.M.G., met the men’s representatives, and by 1 pm we were back in camp.’
 
Private Pearson and two friends were due for demob when they were turned out at 4 am for an early breakfast followed by battle-order by 6 am. Instead of going home he was now going to be sent to quell the disturbances in Calais. Together with his friends, he hatched a plot that would get them home. Keeping out of the way, they disappeared and then met for a leisurely walk to the station. Boarding their train to Boulogne they sat and waited:

‘On the platform next to our train was another, standing empty and sure enough, into that shortly after filed the 10th on the way to Calais – I don’t know who was the most surprised, they or we – but we left before them and that was our last sight of the old 10th.
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Haig at the victory celebrations in Paris 14 July 1919.
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It was not just the men who were longing for their return.


With the return to work by the Royal Army Ordnance Corps the troops were no longer needed, and the two Hull battalions returned to St. Omer at around 6 pm. The men later learned that an original ex-member of the battalion who had been transferred to the RAOC had been killed in the riots. Even in peace the battalion casualty figures rose.

As the rate of demobilisation quickened it became necessary to amalgamate the companies and by 14 February the battalion was down to one full company, around 250 men and officers. Some of those who were left were then transferred to other battalions which were scheduled to be disbanded and their places were taken by nineteen year olds fresh out from England.

Private Beeken was one of the lucky ones, in February he returned home to continue his teaching job. On his return he saw his friend who had been taken prisoner at Oppy Wood. Evidently:

‘His party had taken the 3rd line of German trenches and… the enemy were running about like scared rabbits when word was passed down to stop firing as an officer had put up the white flag.’

His friend was very resentful of this action because as a result he had been forced to work in German salt mines for the rest of the war.

Private Aust, whose office job was not counted as being essential, was kept in the battalion until March. However, unlike Beeken, he had been badly gassed in late 1917 and spent four months recovering; this resulted in his receiving a disability pension of eight shillings (40p) a week for two years and the advice to‘get a light outside job’. He suffered constantly recurring nightmares about his service in France.

Men were moved from place to place, from unit to unit, from attachment to attachment and rapidly the battalion shrank to virtually nothing. By April the battalion was down to the minimum of essential personnel, around five officers and about forty men – the cadre.

Even though in April there was little to report or do apart from Church parades and fatigues, the battalion still had to wait to be officially disbanded. The order finally came, and on 22 May the battalion landed at Southampton, immediately setting off by train to Hillsborough barracks in Sheffield. It was a Friday night and everything had closed down for the weekend so it was not until 8 am on Monday that the remainder of the battalion could be processed and demobilised. However, before the battalion was officially disbanded, they had one more duty to perform, an official journey to Hull with the Battalion Colours.
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The cadre marching through the city.
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A Street-party to welcome the boys home.


As the cadres of the 11th Battalion and the 3rd (Hull) Heavy Battery were being demobilised at the same time, a joint reception was decided upon. The Hull Daily Mail quickly produced a souvenir postcard with the route details and asked citizens to fly flags and bunting; at the appropriate time buzzers would sound as a signal for the population to give the troops a Yorkshire welcome.

Leading the Commercials’ cadre was Lieutenant-Colonel Hewson, an Irishman who had joined the battalion in 1914 as a young 2/Lieutenant, together with Captain Hall and Quartermaster and Honorary Lieutenant Moore, together with thirty-seven men; the Battalion Colour was carried by 2/Lieutenant‘Wally’ Leech – previously a corporal in D Company – with an escort provided by Sergeants Lee and Simpson. In October the battalion had captured a German cooker which the battalion had instantly been taken into use and for some reason brought it back to England as a trophy – it too was included in the parade.

A host of dignitaries, including Lord Nunburnholme, Major General Donop, The Lord Mayor and the Commanding officers of the disbanded 12th and 13th Battalions were to meet the cadres when they arrived. Upon detraining the cadres marched to Paragon Square to be inspected, welcomed and thanked by Lord Nunburnholme. Watching were a large number of demobilised and discharged men from all four Hull Battalions and a number of ex-soldiers from other battalions and regiments.
 
When the inspection and speeches were over, the assembled ex-soldiers and the three cadres marched through the centre of Hull, to the music of the Police and other local bands. On arrival at the guildhall, the Lord Mayor took the salute, addressed the parade and invited them in for refreshments. The whole town celebrated, and schoolchildren were given the afternoon off to welcome them home.

After refreshments the men slowly dispersed and the 10th Battalion had officially passed into history. Of the 1,100 or so men from the original battalion who had fought overseas, 285 did not return home and of those returning around 100 had been discharged because they were no longer fit for service. Old soldiers never die, they simply fade away and so it was with the battalion. It was to linger on for many years in the form of an Old Comrades Association, until it too faded away.

Private Beeken returned to France in July 1919, not to visit the battlefields as so many did, but to marry his French correspondent in the British Embassy Church in Paris. Private Pearson also married the woman he had courted by post for the four years he was a soldier. He, like all the other soldiers from the original battalion whose diaries have been used, lived to a ripe old age.

The feelings of many of them are amply summed up by Private Pearson who also continued to have nightmares about his experiences for some time after the war:


[image: image]

June 1921 the East Yorkshire Regiment memorial was unveiled in Beverley Minster.


‘The memory of the lads, ones old comrades who did not return home, one recalls them with sadness and gladness. Glad to have known them and shared with them the horrors of modern warfare. But for that I should never have known them and I would have been the poorer.’
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Private Beeken had a different reason for being in Paris that month – his wedding at the British Consul church.
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Mr and Mrs Horsfield, of 12, Curzon-street,
Newington, Hull, have received intimation that
their son, Private Stanley Horsfield, of the Hull *
Commercial”" Battalion, has been killed in action.

The Rev. R. M. Kedward, the chaplain to the
battalion, in a letter to the bereaved parents says;-

I write to express my deepest sympathy with
you in your sad bereavement. Your son Stanley
has given his life fighting for his country.

He died in the trenches on the evening of Wednesday, March 29th,.
He suffered no pain, as death was instantaneous. He is buried in a lfitle
cemetery just to the back of the lines. I will give you the name of the
place as soon as the military regulations permit. He was a brave lad, and
the first of our battalion to make the "great sacrifice " for Britain.
My heart goes out to you in your loneliness and sorrow. May the God of
all comfort sustain you in this hour of trail.  Again expressing the
sympathy of all the officers and men;-
Yours faithfully, "R. M. Kedward, C.F."

Private Stanley Horsfield, who was 24 years of age, was prior to
enlistment a painter and decorator in the employ of Mr J.H. Fenwick,
Analby-road, and was highly esteemed by all who knew him. A lover of
Jootball, he played for the North Newington Church club as goalkeeper,
and was chosen for the local Church League.

Mr and Mrs Horsfield have also another son with the colours in the
Royal Engineers.

Hull Nems 5ih Hpril 1916.
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1914

Sept. 1 Battalion formed at Wenlock
Barracks, Hull

Nov. 17 Rolston Camp, Hornsea

1915

June 21 Beverley
22 Pocklington
23 York
24 Boroughbridge
25 Ripon

Nov. 6/7 Hurdcott Camp
16 Larkhill Camp

Dec. 2 Hurdcott
7 Left Hurdcort
8 Devonport (embarked s/s

Minnzaska)
9 Sailed
12 Gibraltar
16/17  Malta
20 Alexandria

21 Port Said
27 ‘B Co. to Salt Works

1916
Jan. 10 B Co. rejoined battalion
19 Left Port Said with:
A Co. to EI Kab
B Co. to Ballah
C Co. to El Aish
D Co. to Kantara & 50. 8 Post
Bn. HQ to Ballah
21 Bn. HQ to Swing Bridge
Feb. 28 Transport personnel left Port Said
in HMT Northlands
29 Battalion left Port Said in
HMT Tinisian
March 7 Arrived Marseilles
9 Arrived Pont Remy (11.45 pm)

10 Longpre-les-Corps-Saints
(Somme)

22 Advance party to trenches for
instruction

25 Flesselles

26 Beauquesne

27 Engelbelmer

28 Trenches - Auchonvillers

April 3 Engelbelmer

4 Bertrancourt

12 Courcelles

16 Trenches - Colincamps

21 Bus-les-Artois
May 6 Colincamps

10 Trenches - Colincamps

14 Bus-les-Artois

15 Warnimont Wood

24 Bus-les-Artois

28 Trenches- Colincamps
June 4 Bus-les-Artois

DIARY OF MOVEMENTS

12 Trenches -Colincamps
14 Bus-les-Artois
23 Trenches - Colincamps
July 2 Bus-les-Artois

5 Beauval

6 Bernaville

8 Entrained, Aux-le-Chateau

Detrained - Thiennes.

9 Robeqe
15 Riez Bailleul.
20 Trenches - Fauguissart (lonely
post)
23 Pontdu Hem
24 Richebourg St. Vaast
30 Trenches - Richebourg LAvouee

. 5 Richebourg St. Vaast
11 Trenches - Richebourg L'Avouee
20 Kings Road (La Couture)
23 Trenches - Richebourg Avouee
31 Kings Road (La Couture)
Sept. 4 Trenches - Richebourg L’Avouee.
10 Seneschal Farm (La Couture)
16 Trenches - Richebourg L'Avouee
22 Senescahl Farm & Kings Road
28 Trenches - Richebourg L’Avouee
Oct. 4 Seneschal Farm
5 Merville
8 Entrained Merville
Detrained Candas (Vauchelles)
16 Sailly Dell (Bivouacs)
17 Rossignol Farm, Coigneux
18 Sailly-au-Bois

20 Trenches - Hebuterne
21 Coigneux & St. Leger (huts)
30 Warnimont Wood

Nov. 10 Bayencourt
12 Trenches - Vercingetorix
(reserve to 12th & 13th
Battalions)
13 Battle of the Ancre.
Bn. minus carrying parties &
two Lewis gun teams remained
in Vercingetorix trench
14 Bayencourt- Warnimont Wood
21 Trenches - Hebuterne
27 Coigneux (huts)
Dec. 3 Trenches - Hebuterne
Authie - HQ with C & D Coys
Famechon - A & B Coys
21 Sailly - HQ with B & C Coys
Hebuterne Keep - A & D Coys
Trenches - Hebuterne

1917
Jan. 2 Authie, St. Leger
10 Amplier (camp)
22 Gezaincourt (billets)
31 Berneuil (billets)
Feb. 18 Terramesnil

19 Bayencourt (Nissen huts)

20 Sailly Dell

25 Trenches - Papin, Pasteur,
Vercingetoris & Hebuterne

26 Crossed ‘No Man’s Land’ to
Nameless trench in
German lines

27 Couin

March 3 Trenches - Bn. HQ in German lines

5  Hebuterne - dugouts in
Vercingetorix trench

9 Trenches - Bn HQ in Berg

Graben German trench

near Rossignol Wood

12/13 Couin
19 Terramensil
20 Bonnieres
21 Wignacourt & Croisette
22 Pernes
24 Estree Blanche
25 Robecq
April 8 Marles-les-Mines
11 Bruay
14 Dieval
25 Mingoval &Villers Chatel
29 Ecurie
30 Map reference H.1.c

May 1 Old trenches on top of Vimy Ridge

2 Trenches & shell holes at Oppy
Wood
3 Auack on Oppy Wood
4 Camp at map reference G.4.a
(Roclincourt)
6 Trenches at Oppy Wood
8 St. Catherine - camp
13 Map reference H.1.c
16 Camp at G.9.c (Roclincort)
18 Map reference H.1 .
19 Camp at G.9.c (Roclincort)
20 Camp at map reference G.6
(Old British Line)

June 3 Mont St. Eloi

10 St. Catherine
19 Trenches - Gavrelle

26 Railway cutting (behind
Bailleul)

27 Camp at Roclincourt

28 Red Line - in reserve to 94th
Brigade

29  Railway cutting

30 Camp at map reference A.28.c

July 1 Railway cutting

2 Trenches - Gavrelle
4 Mont St. Eloi
13 Trenches - Bn HQ in Mont
Foret Quarries
21 Bivouacs at Vimy & La Folie
Wood
31 Frazer Camp, Mont St. Eloi
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Aug. 6 Trenches - Bn HQ in Mont Foret
Quarries
15 Bivouacs at Vimy & La Folie
Wood
25 Frazer Camp, Mont St. Eloi
Sept. 2 Bray
6 Roclincourt, Wellington Camp
7 Trenches - Arleux
13 Red Line & Vimy
19 Camp at Ecurie - Bn HQ with
A &D Coys
B & C Coys at Longwood
25 A&D,B & C Coys changed over
Oct. 1 Trenches - Arleux
7 Support in Red Line
13 Ecoivres
25 Trenches - Arleux Loop
31 Supportin Red Line
Nov. 9 Bray
18 Roclincourt, Aubrey Camp
19 Trenches - Gavrelle
25 In support at map
reference H.1.c
Dec. 1 Trenches - Gavrelle
7 Wakefield Camp (Arras-Lens
Road)
22 Bray

1918
Jan. 3 Ecurie Camp
9 Trenches - Arleux
15 Mont St. Eloi - Lancaster Camp
27 Support in Red Line
March 3 Mont St. Eloi
4 Monchy Breton
22 Bailleulemont & Army Line
(East of Boiseux-au-Mont)
22/3  West of Ervillers & Ervillers
25 Evacuated Ervillers & took up
line East of Courcelles-le-
Comte (near Gomiecourt)
26 Retired to West of Moyenville -
Ablainzeville Road
(aerodrome)
27 Retired to East of Adinfer
Wood (Battalion provided
rearguard)
31/April 1 Pommier & Gaudiempre
2 Monchy Breton
10 Embussed for Lys area

11/13  Vieux Berquin & Haute
Maison & Battle of The Lys
14 Borre
18 Grand Sec Bois &
Swartenbrouck

26 Trenches - Seclin
28  Haute Loge
May 9 Fletre
15 Support position (Bn HQ map
reference X.2.d85.25)
19 Trenches
21 Thieushouk
24 Lumbres
June 8 Racquinghem
15 Map reference U.17. central
20  Map reference C.16.b. 5.5
21 Trenches - Nieppe Forest. HQ
canal bank, near La Motte
25 Camp west of Morbecque
27 Trenches - HQ near ‘A’ Ride
Nieppe Forest
28 Attack on Gars Brugghe
July 1 Camp at D.10.a.8.8 (West of Morbecque)
4 Trenches - HQ at
Swartenbrouck Farm
8  Map reference D.6.d & D.12
12 Trenches - HQ in Grand Sec Bois
16 Camp West of Morbecque
22 Nieppe Forest (‘A’ Ride).
HQ at map reference
D.25.d.46 with reserves
beyond Sawmill at La Motte
26 Trenches - HQ in ‘B’ Ride,
Nieppe Forest
Aug. 4 Morbecque
9 Reserve in Forest Camp,
Nieppe Forest
12 Trenches - Schwartenbrouck
Farm
16 Reserve - map reference HQ at
D.12.a.31 ( la promenade)
17 Trenches - HQ near X’ track,

‘B’ Ride
20/21  LeTir Anglais. HQ at la
Promenade
21 Cinq Rues Hazelbrouck,
Ebbinghem

24 Map reference V.12.b.99 -
camp between Le Brearde
& Le Peuplier
31 Phincboom Farm
Sept. 3 Trenches - HQ Ophir House,
Steenwerck
4 Advanced HQ at Prompt
Farm, near Nieppe
4/5  Bivouacs nr Bailleul
5 Bivouacs near La Creche
6 Trenches
7 Camp at map reference
A.11.b.63 (West of

Steenwerck)
8  Trenches - Prompt Farm
10 Camp atA.11.b.94,

Steenwerck
12 Staple
23 Hazebrouck
24 Trenches - HQ B.10.b.44 (De

Seine Lines)

26 Camp at Aldershot Lines -
Neuve Eglise)

27 Trenches - Charing Cross
Corner - Ploegsteert Wood

28 Attack on Ploegsteert Wood

29 HQin Pillbox in Ploegsteert
Wood

Oct. 1 Camp at Aldershot Lines, Nieppe
6 Camp at A.9 central (in

Steenwerck & Bailleul)

12 Trenches

16 Billets inV.17a &V.28.b.

17 Advanced through the 11th Bn
to Roncg-Bondues Road

18 Croix Blanche

23 Cuerne

25 Trenches - Ooteghem

29 Billets in Harlebecke

3 Billets in Ooteghem
Nov. 1 Harlebecke

3 Halluin
7 Marcke
8  Ooteghem

9 Russeignies
10 Ellezelles
13 Everbecque
13 Rigaudrye

14 Orroir

15 Sweveghem
16 Marcke

25 Menin

26 Vlamertinghe

27 Terdeghem

28  Ebblinghem

29 St.Omer
Dec. 17 St. Martin-au-Laert

1919
Jan. 29 Calais
31 St Martin-au-Laert
April Reduced to Cadre
May 22 Cadre returned to England via
Southampton
23 Hillsborough Barracks,
Sheffield
26 Cadre officially received at Hull
and battalion disbanded.
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2[Lieutenant Edward Mc Dermott (LG 18/10/17)
Citation not traced.

Captain William Edward Walter Naylor (LG 1/1/19)
New Year’s honours list for services rendered.

Captain Ernest Marks Pearce, DCM (LG 26/7/18)
Citation not traced but awarded for work during the German
April offensive.

2/Lieutenant Cyril Herbert Piper (LG 3/6/18)
King’s birthday honours list for services rendered.

2/Lieutenant John Sacriston Shaw (LG 16/9/18)

During five days’ hard fighting this officer’s services were of the
greatest value. When the Commander of the Company was badly
wounded, he showed the greatest skill in extricating his men from
a very difficult position, and in re-organising the Company
afterwards in the position taken up. On one occasion, when the
company was on the extreme left of the line, with its flank in the
air, he went from post to post with cool disregard of danger under
heavy fire from machine-guns on the front and flank,
encouraging and steadying his men. He was the only officer left
with his Company about the middle of the operation. He showed
the greatest courage in leading his men, and the accuracy of the
reports he sent back made them especially useful.

2/Lieutenant Philip Shaw (LG 16/9/18)

He led his party, during a raid, with dash and coolness. He
personally superintended the clearing of a house and enclosure,
being responsible for many prisoners, and accounting for six of
the enemy with his revolver.

2/Lieutenant R. Stewart (LG 14/11/16)
For conspicuous gallantry. He led a patrol across “No Man’s
Land”, and, entering the enemy’s trench, shot five of them,
captured four, and assisted in capturing two others.

Captain Colin Balfour Traill (LG 18/7/17)
For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty during and after
an attack. Although wounded in the head, and later blown into
the air by a shell, he refused to retire, displaying the greatest
courage and resource, and it was only when the critical period
was over he went to the dressing station.

For operations on 3 May 1917.

2/Lieutenant Charles Claude Wallace, MM (LG 16/10/18)
Prior to our attack he led a daylight patrol into “No Man’s Land,”
bringing back information of great value for the intended
operation. During our advance he was with the leading flank
platoon of the company, and rushed an enemy machine gun post
of two guns, killing three of the team and capturing the
remainder. He was of great assistance to his company
commander in the consolidation of the captured position and the
organisation of its defence. He displayed great gallantry in
leading his men, and initiative and skill throughout the attack.
For operations on 28 June 1918.

Captain Gerald Ashley Wright (LG 15/10/18)
During an important attack by our troops, when all the officers
of a company had become casualties early in the day, this officer,
who was battalion intelligence officer, was sent forward to take
command. He thoroughly organised and consolidated the
defensive position under heavy shell fire, and his personal

example and energy encouraged and steadied the men in very
trying circumstances. He rendered services of the greatest value.
For operations on 28 June 1918.

DCM CITATIONS

220016 CSM C. E. Allen of Bridlington (LG 3/9/19)

From 25th February to 16th September 1918. He has done
excellent work throughout the last six months as CSM. He has
always performed his duties in a cheerful and capable manner,
and has shown a fine sense of leadership. His organisation both
in and out of the line gave proof of energy and keenness. In
particular on the 12th April 1918, near Merris, he rallied his men
under heavy machine-gun and rifle fire, and caused heavy fire to
be brought on the advancing enemy. He showed complete
disregard of his own personal safety.

10251 Corporal C. Collinson of Beverley (LG 3/9/18)

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. When the
Platoon Commander was badly wounded and the Platoon was
completely cut off by the enemy this NCO sent out patrols to find
away out, and in broad daylight safely evacuated the whole of the
men and the wounded officer. It was entirely due to his efforts
that all were not captured.

101721 Corporal S. Edlington of Hull (LG 10/1/17)
For conspicuous gallantry in action. He displayed great courage
and determination when in charge of two machine guns, repelled
several bombing attacks, and accounted for many of the enemy.
He st a splendid example throughout.

7127 CSM J. Graham of Huddersfield (LG 3/9/18)

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. Throughout a
night of street fighting, when one officer and ten other ranks of
the enemy were captured, this warrant officer showed fine
qualities as a leader.

21924 Private T. Green (LG 18/7/17)

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. During an attack
upon the enemy line he located and bombed a hostile machine
gun, bayonetted the gunner, and captured nine prisoners. His
courage and initiative saved his comrades from heavy casualties.

10/868 Private L. Nowell (LG 20/10/16)

For gallantry during He jumped into a
bay in the enemy’s trenches, shot two of the enemy and captured
another.

10/14 Corporal T. E. Saunderson of Hull (LG 17/4/17)

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. Although very
severely wounded, he continued to encourage his men, and
refused help until the company had taken up its new position. He
was exposed to heavy fire throughout, and in great pain.

10/317 Sergeant H. E. Sendall (LG 18/7/17)

For conspicuous gallantry and initiative. During an attack, in
which his Section Commander was killed, he assumed command
and led his men into the enemy trench, where he bombed and
successfully kept back the enemy bombing party, thereby keeping
their machine gun from coming into action. He showed most
marked resource at very short notice.

1011134 Private W. Singleton, MM of Hull (LG 30/10/18)
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For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. During our
attack a gap was formed between the battalion and the unit on its
flank. Pre. Singleton, on his own initiative, took up a position with
his Lewis Gun and kept the gap covered with his fire until the
final objective was reached and the gap was made good. He
materially assisted in the capture of a farm that was held by the
enemy by engaging with great effort a machine gun that was
holding up the movement of our troops. On both occasions his
ready action and skilful management of his gun, which he used
with most resolute courage, prevented much delay and saved
many casualties.

10/47 Sergeant (AICSM) C Street of Hessle (LG 11/3/20)

As a stretcher-bearer at Ploegsteert Wood, on the 28th September
1918, he did excellently. He controlled a large squad of stretcher-
bearers and worked with them under heavy fire for twenty-four
hours, evacuating quickly a large number of wounded.

3/5555 Private E. Thynne of Felling-on-Tyne (LG 30/10/18)
For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. During an
advance this soldier was ever in the forefront of the attack. When
the advance was delayed at a farm that was determinedly held by
the enemy, he rushed forward through heavy machine gun fire
and forced his way into the buildings. Pte. Thynne captured three
prisoners; the remainder of the garrison retired precipitately. The
final objective having been reached he volunteered to take back
the information to battalion headquarters. After making his way
through a heavy hostile barrage, he safely delivered his message,
together with a most useful account of the precise situation and
the requirements of the frontline. His behaviour throughout was
distinguished by brilliant gallantry.

10/742 Private C. H. Vollans (LG 22/9/16)

For conspicuous bravery and devotion to duty. Though wounded
he stuck to his sentry post until his tour of duty was ended. He
then insisted on waiting till more seriously wounded men had
been attended to before going to a dressing station.

10/765 Sergeant F. Willis (LG 11/12/16)
For conspicuous gallantry in action. He led a patrol under heavy
fire with great courage and determination. Later, he rescued a
wounded man from “No Man’s Land”, and carried in a man who
had been killed.

MM and Bar
10/1191 Private L. Jarvis, MM (from Hull).
10/603 Sergeant G. Page, MM (from Hull).
11/493 Corporal W.H. Noble, MM
For gallantry and initiative on a raid on 12
September 1917.
MM
10/697 Sergeant A.C. Abba
For bravery on 18/19 September 1916.
10/102 Corporal F. Baker (from Hull).
10/656 Sergeant A. Baldwin (from Beverley).
21690 Sgt. W. Batty (from Selby).
31498 Private B. Bell
10/986 Sergeant E. Best
101735 Sergeant W.R. Boag
10913 Sergeant F. Bold (from Hull).
10736 Sergeant J.W. Brown
For bravery on 18/19 September 1916.
10/691 Lance-Corporal B. Brumby

For bravery on 18/19 September 1916.

28239
10/1201
10/188
10/464

10/992
10/296
10/1014
10/246

10/507
10/290
10/243
10/445
36363

10/437
10/663
10/847

36349
10/439
10/1029
10/1191
10/7
10/1000
10/1306

10/495
10/1185
36331
25360
11/493

10/115
10/603
10/1099
10/768
10/1362

10/668

10/586
26101

10/1372
10/664

Sgt H.E. Bushell (from Hull).
Sergeant A. Charlesworth (from North Holland).
Corporal C. Clarke (from Hull).
Lance-Corporal F. Clipson (from Hull).
For patrol work under shell fire at
Hebuterne, on 28 October 1916.
Corporal J.H. Crooks (from Hull).
Corporal F. Davie
Private W. Dawson
Corporal J. Dixon
For bravery on 3 May 1917.
Private J.A. Dobbs
Private H. Dover (from Hull).
Sergeant . Ellis
Sergeant H. Fisher (from Hull).
Pte. N. Gemmell
For bravery on 3 May 1917.
Corporal J. Godman
Private H. Graystone (from Hull).
Sergeant W. Hall
For bravery on 3 May 1917.
SgtW. Hanson (from Barnoldswick).
Corporal C. Hermann
Sergeant F.E. Hermann
Lance-Corporal L. Jarvis (from York).
Private G.E. Ledraw
Sergeant R. Lee
Private J. Lewis
For bravery on 3 May 1917.
Private E. Marsden (from Hessle).
Lance-Corporal E. Mowforth
Pte. T. Murphy (from Rotherham).
Pte. A.W. Nash (from Birmingham).
Pte. W H Noble
For bravery on 18/19 September 1916.
Corporal E.A. Nunns
Corporal F.G. Page (from Hull).
Lance-Corporal J.D. Petty
Corporal J.G. Pippett
Lance-Corporal H. Rawling (from Hull).
‘When near Fesnoy on the 8th
November 1917, on the occasion of a
daylight raid on the enemy’s
trenches, in which his Company was
operating on the extreme right
flank, carrying a Lewis gun to a
position between the enemy’s first
and second line trenches in case of a
counter attack being made. He
stayed in charge of the gun until
ordered to retire.
Private C.C. Reynolds
For bravery on 18/19 September 1916.
Lance-Corporal W. Robinson
Private Rogers - for gallantry and initiative
during a raid on German lines on
18 September 1917.
Sergeant J.W. Roo
Private ] Seacombe - for gallantry and
initiative during a raid on German
lines on 18 September 1917.
Private L. Shapero
Lance-Corporal S. Schottlander
For bravery on 3 May 1917.
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10/583 Private C. Simpkins
For bravery on 18/19 September 1916.
10/361 Private J.E. Simpson (from Hull).
10/1134 Private W. Singleton, DCM (from Hull).
10/663 Lance-Corporal G.A. Smith
10/205 Corporal J.N. Stather
10/138 Private T. Stringer
41455 Sgt C. Tennant (from York).
10/135 Corporal R. Terry
10/342 Sergeant W.A. Thompson (from Hull).
13/267 Lance-Corporal C. Verity
10/1308 Private A. Walsh (from North Shields).
10/1335 Lance-Corporal J.Ward (from Goole).
For rescuing a wounded man under
fire and then swimming across a canal
with him on his back again under
enemy fire.
10/1038 Private J.H. Wilkinson
For bravery on 18/19 September 1916.
10/1262 Sergeant W.H.V. Winter
10/589 Sergeant H. Youngson (from Cottingham).

For distinguished conduct during a
bombing raid on May 10th 1918 at
Nieppe Forest.

Meritorious Service Medal

10/644 Private W. Davis (from Hull).

10/637 Sergeant J.M. Fenwick (from Hull).
10/530 CQMS A.H. Grindelle (from Wood Green).
10/553 Corporal D.A. Pudsey (from Hull).

10/660 Sergeant H. Swift (from Hull).

10/143 Sergeant L.M. Wrigglesworth (from Hull).

Mentioned in Dispatches

Li Colonel T.A. Headl:
Major R.C. Hewson, MC
Captain S.E. Le Blancq
Captain G.W.A. Park, DSO
Second Lieutenant J.D. Petty
Lieutenant L.D. Pierson

10/830 Private W.G. Andrew

10/286 Private W. Bailey

10/294 Private H. Clark

10/1086 CQMS S. Cressy

10/992 Corporal J.H. Crooks, D Company.
10/539 Lance-Corporal G.E. Gibson
10/437 Lance-Corporal J. Goodman
10/1430 Private W. Middleton

10/607 RQMS J.P. Milns

10/159 Corporal E. Mooton

10/927 Sergeant S.H. Moses

10/419 CSM R. Pinchon

10/140 Private H. Reveler

10/379 Private J.T. Rodham - attached to RE.
10/1402 Lance-Corporal H. Tindale

10915 Private F.C. Wilson

10/143 Sergeant L.M. Wrigglesworth

Foreign Decorations

Lieutenant-Colonel R.C. Hewson, MC, French Croix de
Guerre
Captain C.L. Penn, Belgian Croix de Guerre

10/478 Lance-Sergeant J.W. Allen (from Hull)
Belgian Decoration Militaire

10/88 CQMS T. Davison, French Medaille
D’Honneur avec glaves en argent

10/996 Private J.W. Fisher, Italian Bronze Medal for
Military Valour

10/847 RSM W. Hall, MM, Belgian Croix de Guerre

10/970 Private F.S. Ives (from Hull), Belgian Croix
de Guerre

10/761 Lance-Sergeant A. Jackson (from Goole).
Belgian Croix de Guerre

10/1306 Sergeant J. Lewis, MM, Belgian Croix de Guerre

10/586 Corporal W. Robinson, MM, French Croix
de Guerre

10/1134 Corporal W. Singleton, DCM, MM, French
Croix de Guerre

10/1308 Sergeant A. Walsh, French Medaille Militaire

10/1262 Sergeant W.H. Winter (from Market Weighton).

MM, Belgian Croix de Guerre
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AWARDS FOR BRAVERY

Distinguished Service Order

Second Bar to DSO

London Gazete 1/2/19  Major (A/Lt. Colonel) Edward
Harrison Rigg, DSO, Ist Battalion Yorkshire Light Infantry,
attached 10th Battalion East Yorkshire Regiment.

For conspicuous gallantry and able leadership on 29th and 30th
September, 1918. When the attack south through Ploegstreert
wood was held up, he reconnoitred the front under heavy
‘machine-gun and shell fire, and located the positions of the posts.
It was due to his fine work that the wood was cleared of the
enemy and the line advanced to the Warnave River. All his
Company Commanders were casualties, and the battalion had
suffered heavy casualties, but he showed absolute disregard of
danger, personally leading his patrols forward.

DSO gazetted June 3rd 1916.

King’s birthday honours list for services rendered.

1st Bar gazetted June 3rd 1918.

King’s birthday honours list for services rendered.

Captain G.W.A. Park (LG 16/9/18)

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. This officer was
in charge of the left forward flank of the line, where he displayed
the greatest ability in reorganising the details and stragglers from
other divisions, which were being absorbed as they came along,
by the composite battalion which he was serving. Under most
difficult circumstances, his tireless energy and cheerful courage
were an invaluable example to all ranks of his command,
exhausted as they were with prolonged fighting. At a critical
moment, though twice wounded, he rallied his men, and led

MC

Captain James Carlton Addy (LG 3/4/17)
Citation not traced.

2/Lieutenant William Herbert Anderton (LG 15/10/18)

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. This officer took
part in our attack with one of the support companies, but was
ordered forward to a front line company, all of whose officers had
become casualties. He organised the capture of the final objective
and the consolidation of the position after it was taken, with great
coolness and skill, displaying much initiative in meeting a new
situation. For operations on 28 June 1918.

Lieutenant George Wilson Clark (LG 3/6/19)
The King’s birthday honours list for services rendered in France
and Flanders.

Captain John Nissen Deacon (RAMC) (LG 18/7/17)

For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. He showed
exceptional bravery and resource on several occasions in
attending to the wounded under very heavy shell fire, with
complete disregard to his own personal safety.

2/Lieutenant Thomas Geraghty (LG 13/5/18)
Citation not traced.

2[Lieutenant Cedric Ivor Hadrill (LG 15/10/18)

Soon after the commencement of an important attack this officer
went well forward and established a signal station, from which he
kept up i between battalion headquarters and the

them forward to restore the front after a personal
under heavy shell fire, and he remained directing his command
until relieved on the following morning. His courage and
resource under most trying circumstances were admirable.
“Captain Park was the only son of Alderman Alan Park, Mayor of
Hedon. Captain Park joined up at the the commencement of war.
He was wounded five times during the war’.

Military Cross
MC and second bar

TI2Lt. (A/Capt.) Will Oscar Montgomery, MC, att. 92TMB
In the i section on 9th 1918 this officer
did a very daring daylight patrol. He went out voluntarily and
penetrated the enemy lines to a considerable depth, locating
enemy posts and strength and defences at a time when the sector
was very obscure. At one post he encountered two of the enemy
and shot one with his revolver, the other escaping. He did fine
work. MC gazetted September 16th 1916. Second Bar gazetted
February 1st 1919.

MC AWARDS 10th Battalion
MC and Bar

2/Lieutenant E. McDermott, MC (LG 7/3/18)
For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty during a raid. He
killed at least one of the enemy himself, and though wounded
remained with his men, and brought them out of action. In
preparing for the raid he patrolled both by day and night with
great daring.

companies, notwithstanding the heavy enemy shell fire, which
constantly broke the wire. For operations on 28 June 1918.

Lieutenant William Henry Hall (LG 15/10/18)

This officer, having captured the objective which was assigned to
the company under his command, and learning that all the
officers of the company on his flank had become casualties, took
command of both and organised the consolidation and defence
of the whole battalion front line. For operations on 28 June 1918.

Captain Reginald Charles Hewson (LG 1/1/18)
New Year’s honours list for services rendered.

2/Lieutenant W.S. Hutton (16/9/18)
Citation not traced.

Captain Ivor Jackson (LG 1/1/19) attached General List
New Year’s honours list for services rendered.

Lieutenant Eustace John Krog (LG 15/10/18)

By constant patrolling on three nights located the enemy post,
and it was due to his skilful handling of the enterprise that
identification in the shape of two prisoners was obtained without
loss to his own party. He did fine work. For operations on 3
August 1918.

Captain Guy Fitzroy Lambert (LG 1/1/17)
New Year’s honours list for services rendered.
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What a
British Soldier
wants to say in

French
and the way to say it

An English-French booklet
for the use of

The Expeditionary Forces

Price 3a.
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SWEET REMEMBRANCE
from France

« The same to you,
and many of them !
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PREVENTION OF “FROST-BITE” OR
“CHILLED FEET.

1. All Officers and Non-commissioned Officers should
make themselves acquainted iwith the following facts,
in order that an effective system for the prevention of
this serious ailment may be established and understood
by all units which have to occupy trenches in cold or
wet weather. It has been shown that when troops
newly exposed to these conditions have not followed
the precautions observed by more experienced and
seasoned units, disastrous consequences have followed.
It is, therefore, necessary to explain what has been the
result of the best experience so far.

Main Principles.
2. The main principles to be observed are :—
(a) To put as few men as possible in trenches
that are wet.

(0) To keep them there for only short periods
without relief (not exceeding 12 hours, if prac-
ticable).

(c) To give them special treatment both before
and after their tour of duty.

(@) To keep boots always well oiled or greased,
and to avoid tight hoots or putties which interfere
with free circulation of the blood.

(B 3425) "Wt. w, 11735—1550 1,500M 2/15 H & S P.15/63
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