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Thriplow at War – 1914 – 1918 

Introduction 

Thriplow is a small agricultural village in south Cambridgeshire.  Every year the village 

holds a Daffodil Festival to which several thousand people come to enjoy the flowers, the 

stalls and homemade teas.  The Thriplow History Society http://www.thriplow.org.uk/  

 puts on an exhibition at the Smithy on the Village Green and this year being the centenary of 

the start of World War One we thought we would commemorate that.  At first we thought 

there would be little to show, just the names on the War Memorial, but the longer we looked 

the more we found and with the help of villagers and old records we put together an 

interesting story, not so much about the fighting itself, but about the people and the village 

left behind.  

  

THE GOLDEN YEARS 

1913 

The village before the war was a rural village of some 500 souls, the majority being farm 

labourers and their families working for three large landowners.  The farming was mainly 

arable growing wheat, barley, oats, roots such as turnips and green crops such as clover and 

sanfoin.   

On July 11th 1913, Mr A C Ellis, the largest landowner in the village, held the first show of 

the Thriplow Cottage Garden Society in the grounds of his home, Thriplow House.  Not only 

were there competitions for fruit, flowers and vegetables but there were swings and 

roundabouts; races and sports as well as music and dancing and teas. Prizes were given for 

cabbages, peas and parsnips, gooseberries and flowers.  There were skipping and cycle races 

for children and prizes for chemise making and for needlework, a man’s shirt.   

The show was organised by the Vicar, the Revd. Humphrey James and a certain Captain R H 

C Montague of whom we shall hear more of.  

 

http://www.thriplow.org.uk/
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The Cottage Garden Show at Thriplow House July 1913 

Some 39 names were recorded as taking part in the various competitions and races.  The 

prizes included a bantam and chicks, a rabbit and hutch and a pig in a crate. 

 

Little did those happy people think that in a few short months many of them would be 

fighting for their country in the mud of France. 
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RECRUITMENT 

Capt.  Montague recruits the Village boys. 

The Hon Secretary and Treasurer for the Gardening Society was one Capt. R H C Montague 

and it was this man who when war was declared set about recruiting the young men of the 

villages to join the Army.  It was Geoffrey Axe a past Chairman of the Thriplow Society who 

came across Captain Montague’s name and kept coming across his name.   

 

Captain Montague with his wife and daughter outside the Dower House, Farm Lane, 

Thriplow (enlargement of postcard dated1910) 

In 1910 he seems to have been living in The Dower House, Thriplow, though he is on neither 

the 1901 nor the 1911 censuses.  And by 1913 he was Hon. Sec. and Treasurer of the 

Thriplow Cottage Garden Society.  So who was he and where did he come from? 

Richard H Croft Montague was born in 1851 in Camberwell, London; He later joined the 

Cape Colonial Defence Force and fought in the South African Wars.    

In 1901 he joined the Royal Colonial Institute and was mentioned in its 1912 Year Book. 

(http://www.scribd.com/doc/58681693/southafricatrans07cres).  In March 1903 he sailed on 

the ‘Morocco’ to Madeira; he must have continued to England as in November 1903 he was 

present at the opening meeting of the Royal Colonial Institute 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Commonwealth_Society .  In 1907 he was on the 

passenger list of the ‘Galeka’ bound for South Africa; his age is noted as 56 and his 

occupation as ‘Merchant’.   

When war broke out Capt Montague recruited in several villages in south Cambridgeshire, 

producing posters to encourage the young men to join up, see below. 

 

http://www.scribd.com/doc/58681693/southafricatrans07cres
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Commonwealth_Society
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One very interesting document among Captain Montague’s papers in the Cambridgeshire 

Archives is a list of men unfit for military service in Thriplow and Fowlmere Volunteer 

Force, formerly the Volunteer Training Corps; this  was originally formed by a group of 

enthusiasts in 1914 to provide military training for those too old or not yet able to volunteer 

for the Army.  From 1916 its role began to change to Home Defence and by the end of the 

war it was playing a major role in the corps. Captain Montague left Thriplow after the war 

and died in Lewisham, south London in 1939 aged 88. 
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 Thriplow.    Married.  Children.  Reason for not Joining Regular Forces.  Previous Military Training.  Occupation.   Possessions( horse, motor, car cycle or bike)  

(1)Rev Humphrey. F G James.  Yes       2 girls         Age 49yrs Height 5.10. Chest 37.                Nil Age and Profession.             Vicar.                       20 HP Ford. Assistant organizing 
officer. 

(2) J. Neeves.         =                Yes            4 boys         Age 46yrs Height 5.7.  Chest 44.                   Above Military Age.             Tenant Farmer                  3 horses + 3 carts.  

(3) E. Abraham. Church End. Yes          1 boy           Age 48yrs Height 5.7.  Chest 40.                    A.M.A.                                     Gardener.                          1 Bicycle. 

(4) W. Reed    Middle Street.  Yes  3 boys & 4 girls Age 40yrs Height 5.3. Chest 36.                    A.M.A.                                     Farm Labour                      None.   

(5) F.G.Fuller     The Green.   Yes          3 boys           Age 37yrs Height 5.5. Chest 37.                    Medically Unfit.                     Farmer.                                None.  

(6) F. Unwin.     Church End.    Single        -               Age 34yrs Height 5.4. Chest 35.                   Refused By Army Doctor.     Farmer/ Labour                 1 Bicycle. 

(7) G. Unwin.   Church Street.  Yes      1 boy            Age 30yrs Height 5.7. Chest 37.                  Cannot be Spared unless required by M. Authorities. Farmer 2 Bicycles + 1 Childs. 

(8) S. Freeman. Middle Street. Single    -                Aged 21yrs Height  5.10. Chest 37.                Deformed Foot.                       Farm Labour.                      None.  

(9) F.R.E Handscombe .The Gardens Fowlmere. Yes 1 boy    Aged 35yrs Height 5.6 Chest 33.    Deformed Right Arm.         --------------                         _____ 

(10) Alfred. Perrin.                                Fowlmere.   ------------------------------------------------------Support of Family and Farm.     Farmer.                             --------  

(11) Victor. Raynor.                               Fowlmere.  ------------------------------------------------------ Under Size.                                  ---------------                         --------- 

(12 H. Sheldrick.                                     Fowlmere.  ----------------------------------------------------- Medically Unfit.                           ----------------                       --------- 

Note As for men declared unfit for the Army in 1915, there were no military possibilities for him in 1915. However, he may well have been subjected to 

further medical examination after conscription was introduced in early 1916. If his medical category had improved from being totally unfit, he might well 

have been enlisted for garrison service at home.  The above names were found in Capt. Montagues handwriting in his memo book collection in the 

Cambridgeshire Archives. 
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Home Thoughts from Abroad 

 Postcards from the Front. 

 

In 1914 every serving sailor and soldier received this small metal box which contailed 

tobacco, cigaretted and a Christmas card bearing the message – ‘With best wishes for a 

Victoriaous New Year. From the Princess Mary and Friends at Home.’ 

 

 

And this message from Princess Mary 
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We were very fortunate to be lent a cache of postcards sent by Charles Wright to his  parents in 

Thriplow. 
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Charles was not a conscript but a regular in the Army, so his postcards run from 1910 to 1919.  They 

range from the cute, as above, to the comic  as below. 
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To the Patriotic: 

 

 

A very popular form of postcard were embroidered ones from France such as the one below,  the 

small card was designed for a message and could be tucked in the pocket of the emboidered card. 
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The small card is for a messge and fits inside the card’s pocket under the flap. 
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Keep the Home Fires Burning 

These posters appeals to those left at home to save on food. 

                              

                 

                      

 

So how did the village support those fighting at the Front?  Comforts and clothes were 

requested by men from their families as shown in the card above when Charles Wright asked 
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for a thinner shirt to be sent him.  The children at school made mittens to be sent to the front 

as the school log book shows: 

 

Excerpt from Thriplow Church School Log Book 

October 16 1914 

This afternoon the girls in standards IV, V and VI were knitting mittens for our soldiers 

instead of doing brush work. 

October 30th – The girls have been knitting mitts for the soldiers and we have sent off 2 

dozen pairs this week. 

December 2nd to 14th – The girls knitted all this afternoon. 

December 18th – The girls have finished 6 dozen pairs of mitts which have been forwarded to 

Miss Cox, The Priory, Roysten. 

 

 

  Thriplow School 1916/17 

 

Many of the older men and those too young to fight worked in the fields to provide food for 

the nation 
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.  

Doris Wright received a certificate for collecting eggs for the war effort; these were for the 

wounded soldiers in hospital.  
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Doris Wright’s Father Charles wrote a diary between the years 1911 and 1915.  He had 

returned from India where he was in the British Indian Army and moved into a cottage in 

Church Street in Thriplow.  His son Charles had ‘Enlisted Boys Depot R.H.A. (Royal 

Horse Artillary) Woolwich 21st June 1909.’  When Charles senior starts the diary his 

son is about to embark for Ireland.   

 

C J Wright, Headquarter's Staff 2nd Cavalry division 

Charles records manoeuvres going on in the district in 1912, His entry for August run as 

follows: 

War broke out Austria and Serbia about 1st August 1914, Germany with 

Russia, England, and France with Germany 4th August 1914. 
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Bread rose on Monday from 5½d to 6d, Tuesday to 6½d. sugar rose from 2¼d 

a lb to 4½d lb. Meal rose 1d and all other eatables about 1d per lb due to war 

on 3rd Aug.1914. 

Received postcard from boy Charles on Wednesday 19th aug.1914 to say he 

was leaving for the war on Saturday 15th Aug 1914. 

Allen Skillings left Thriplow Saturday 22nd Aug. 1914 to join National 

Reserve Class 1. £10 Bounty and 42/- a week as (black) smith, wife separation 

allowance 1/1d a day, children 2d a day. 

A meeting held by Captain Montagu at Thriplow, to see how many men 

would join Lord Kitchener’s 2nd Army Corps, Dick Unwin, Avery and Percy 

Neaves elected to join Saturday 22nd August 1914. Also to know if young men 

would undergo some training in drill, Percy Neaves passed and left for 

Cambridge Tuesday, Avery passed and left. 

Ralph Flack, Frank Perrin, Doddy Unwin, Parker and H. Moule went 

Cambridge to enlist Monday 31st Aug.1914 for war. Doddy Unwin rejected 

medically and H. Moule did not offer for enlistment. 

Mr Ellis and Captain Montagu held meeting on Cricket Ground to get 

recruits for war and others for drill, Tuesday evening 1 September1914. 

Len and George Hagger, Stan Pluck, Darkie Gamly, Leslie Miller, enlisted at  

Monday 19th Oct 1914. 

Harry Moule enlisted Tuesday 10th Nov 1914. Will Sheldrick 17th Nov 1914, 

Len Flack 19th Nov 1914. 

Son Charles (was) sent cigarettes 2/- worth 3d postage. 1 muffler, I gloves, 1 

puttee 1 laces 2d 2 pair socks 1/- pair, cost 1/- postage. Sent Friday 20 Nov 

1914. Wool 3/- socks 1/- pair, laces 2nd postage 1/- total 6s 2d. 

Aeroplane came down in Foxton field Sunday afternoon 20 Dec 1914. 



18 
 

1915 

Captain Montagu meeting at school, lecture on the war and for any to join 

Defence Force Monday 11th Jan 1915. 

Sent Charles 2 pairs socks, knitted wool 11 skeins 2.9½d 3 handerkiefs 3d each 

9d. 2 towels at 9d = 1/6d. paper 4½d envelopes 2d, postage 1/4d = 6/2d and 

books etc sent Friday 26th Feb 1915 arrived 2nd march ’15. 

Pension officer came Monday 15 Mar ’15 to investigate claim of separation 

allowance from my son. 

Son Charles box arrived home from Ireland Saturday 17th April 1915 

carriage 4/8d. 

Here the diary ends.  Son Charles eventually returned as we have his household account book 

from 1928 to 1933 and his rent book from 1926 until 1992. 

 

The Cottage on the Hill (R), home of the Wright family. 

 

War Time Weddings 

This story starts with two photos given me by Michael Moule; they were in his mother Rose’s 

belongings.  
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The first picture is of a rather tall, plain girl in Nurse’s uniform on her Father’s arm 

surrounded by smiling friends.  The second picture shows the same girl on the arm of a young 

man in uniform and a guard of honour made up of girls in the same nurse’s uniform.  

Obviously a wedding, but whose and when?  As usual there were no names written on the 

back of the photos but the nurse’s uniform was a clue.  As I was downloading posters for the 

exhibition there was one which caught my eye, it was for the Voluntary Aid Detachment, 

V.A.D and the girl on the left had the same uniform on.  Perhaps she was a nurse as opposed 

to other types of helpers shown in the poster. 
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So the bride’s costume and the groom’s uniform made it 

obvious that the wedding photograph was taken during 

WWI.  So I looked for marriages in the Thriplow registers.  

There were very few weddings during the war, which was 

not really surprising as most of the young men were away 

fighting. 

But there was one.  On 1st December 1917, Frank Hulyer, 

from Great Wilbraham, a sergeant instructor in the Suffolk 

Regiment married Mabel Annie Neeves.  This was the only entry for a soldier.  So we had 

our names; the Father of Mabel Neeves on whose arm she entered the Church was Robert 

Neeves, a Farm Engine Driver.   

 
Marriage certificate for Frank Hulyer and Mabel Neeves, 1917 

 

The name Hulyer rang a bell and in the Thriplow Society archives I found a photograph of 

Frank Hulyer in the Thriplow cricket team with his son Reg.  The team won the Webber Cup 

in 1945.  One can see the likeness of Frank to his wedding photo. 
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The Thriplow cricket team winners of the Webber Cup 1945 

Back row from left - George Hall, Charlie Pettit, Frank Hulyer, Frank Neeves, Derek Green 

(aged 16), Dick Green, Doll Fuller (scorer) 

Front row - Tim Pettit, Sid Badcock, Vic Freeman (Captain), Reg Hulyer, Arthur Flack 

 

That would have been the end of the story except that in May when Bill and I were sidesmen 

at Evensong in the Church; a lady came in and at the end of the service we started talking.  It 

appeared that although she lived outside the village her grandmother belonged to the village.  

She drew out from her bag a small ivory coloured prayer book to show me.  Inside were the 

words Mabel Annie Neeves, 1917.  It was the same prayer book that Mabel was holding in 

the photograph taken on her wedding day. 
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We shall remember them 

They shall grow not old as we that are left grow old, 

Age shall not weary them nor the years condemn.  

At the going down of the sun and in the morning, 

We shall remember them. 

 

Although we remember those young men who were killed in the war, others joined up and 

fought and returned to their families; one such family that gave the Thriplow Society 

documents relating to the First World War was the Lawrence family.  William Walter 

Lawrence who lived on Thriplow Heath married Jessie Beatrice Mynott on 2nd November 

1907.  He enlisted in the Army in February 1915: 
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His recruitment form has survived: 
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It is obvious that his wife did not hear from him for some time; she must have written to his 

commanding officer as reply dated 29.1.1918 has survived in which his officer wrote to say 

that he was still serving with his corps in France.   

 

Other men who returned were: 

 

His two brothers were: 
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Rifleman George Deller, 7th Battalion Wiltshire Regiment 

 

Private William Deller; Royal Artillery 
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Ernest John (Jack)  Gambie                                                 

 

 

The Gambie family 1917 
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Private Peter Pluck 

   Jim Wilson with Lillian Deller   
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The Thriplow war memorial was unveiled on 12th November 1922 

 

We have traced as much as we can about the men from the war memorial but we don’t have 

pictures of them all and would be very pleased to have more information : 

Arthur Walter 
CARTER 

Private 3884 4th Bn., Suffolk Regiment who died on Wednesday, 
30th August 1916. Age 19. Son of Alfred William and Sophia 

Carter, of Thriplow Heath, Cambs. Commemorated on the 

THIEPVAL MEMORIAL, Somme, France. Pier and Face 1 C and 2 A 

 

Leonard FLACK Private 16690 11th Bn., Suffolk Regiment who died on 

Saturday, 1st July 1916. Age 24. Son of Mrs. Charlotte Flack, of 

13, Church St., Thriplow, Royston, Herts. Commemorated on 

the THIEPVAL MEMORIAL, Somme, France. Pier and Face 1 C 
and 2 A 

 

William Alfred 
FULLER 

Private 320693 15th (Suffolk Yeomanry) Bn., Suffolk 
Regiment who died on Monday, 21st October 1918. Age 21. 

Son of Alfred Robert Fuller, of Church St., Thriplow, Royston, 

Herts. Buried in ARRAS ROAD CEMETERY, ROCLINCOURT, Pas 

de Calais, France. Grave III. O. 6. 

 

Horace GAMBIE Private 15607 11th Bn., Suffolk Regiment who died on 

Wednesday, 7th February 1917. Age 23. Son of Caroline 
and the late John Gambie, of Thriplow, Cambs. Buried in 

WIMEREUX COMMUNAL CEMETERY, Pas de Calais, 
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France. Grave II. C. 16A. 

 

Leonard HAGGER Private 10810 11th Bn., Suffolk Regiment who died on 

Thursday, 22nd June 1916. Age 24. Son of Walter and 
Jane Hagger, of Thriplow, nr. Royston, Herts. Buried in 

BOISGUILLAUME COMMUNAL CEMETERY, Seine-Maritime, 

France. Grave I. E. 7. 

 

Henry John HALL Private 43099 7th Bn., Suffolk Regiment who died on 

Thursday, 12th October 1916. Age 23. Son of Walter and 

Mary Hall, of Thriplow Heath, Cambridge. Commemorated 
on the THIEPVAL MEMORIAL, Somme, France. Pier and 

Face 1 C and 2 A 

 

Leslie MILLER Lance Corporal 15621 11th Bn., Suffolk Regiment who died 

on Tuesday, 9th April 1918. Age 22. Adopted son of Mary 

Ann Moule, of Lower St., Thriplow, Royston, Herts. 

Commemorated on the PLOEGSTEERT MEMORIAL, 
Comines-Warneton, Hainaut, Belgium. Panel 3 

 

Henry MOULE Private 16358 7th Bn., Suffolk Regiment who died on 
Friday, 5th April 1918. Commemorated on the POZIERES 

MEMORIAL, Somme, France. Panel 25 

 

Bertram Freeman 
NEEVES 

Private 69999 7th Bn., The Queen's (Royal West Surrey 
Regt.) who died on Sunday, 18th August 1918. Age 19. 

Son of John and Elizabeth Neeves, of Thriplow, 

Cambridgeshire. Buried in TERLINCTHUN BRITISH 

CEMETERY, WIMILLE, Pas de Calais, France. Grave II. D. 
12. 

 



31 
 

Allan SKILLINGS 

 

Private 3/9262 2nd Bn., Suffolk Regiment who died 

on Thursday, 22nd April 1915. Age 31. Son of 

Thomas and Sarah Skillings, of Thriplow, Royston; 

husband of Edith Ruth Skillings, of Thriplow, 
Royston. Buried in WYTSCHAETE MILITARY 

CEMETERY, Heuvelland, West-Vlaanderen, Belgium. 

Grave III. C. 14.  
‘Private Allan Skillings, of the 2nd Suffolk (aged 31), who 

was the village blacksmith of Thriplow, Cambs. was 

mortally wounded in the trenches on April 22nd (1915), and 

died upon reaching the hospital.  He had served in the 

South African War and was in the Reserves on the outbreak 

of war.  He was a typical soldier, of fine physical 

proportions, and was sent in a few weeks to France.  The 

Sergeant of his Company, in a letter to Mrs Skillings, said 

“We regret very much to lose such a good man out of the 

Company as he was respected and loved by everyone.”  His 

widow – a daughter of Mr and Mrs Wiggens, of Market 

Hill, Royston – is left with five little children.  A memorial 

service was held at Thriplow Church on May 5th, and on 

Sunday evening, May 2nd, the vicar, Rev H F G James, 

feelingly referred to the sad event.’ 

 

 

 

 

Allan Skillings, his wife Edith and their children William, 

Harry, Lilian, Walter and Ada (later Johnson, middle front) 

at their house in Lodge Road (Lower Street) 1913 

 

 
Allan Skillings standing by door of Thriplow Smithy 

 



32 
 

Clement Peter 

SOFTLY 

 : 

Rifleman 393689 "B" Coy. 1st/9th Bn., London Regt 

(Queen Victoria's Rifles) who died on Saturday, 14th April 

1917. Age 33. Son of John and Martha Freeman Softly, of 

Thriplow, Cambridge. Commemorated on the ARRAS 
MEMORIAL, Pas de Calais, France. Bay 10. 

 

Richard UNWIN 

 

Lance Sergeant 15783 11th Bn., Suffolk Regiment who 
died on Saturday, 1st July 1916. Buried in BAPAUME 

POST MILITARY CEMETERY, ALBERT, Somme, France. 

Grave I. A. 25. 

 

Richard was Goal keeper with Thriplow Football team,  

T F C, (Thriplow Football Club, 1913 – 14 

 

 

Henry Martin Fuller 

 
Arthur Edward Ison 1881 – 1917 

 

 
This war grave commemorates Arthur Edward Ison who died of his wounds in St Michael’s 
Hospital,  Brampton Cumberland, on 15.10.1917 age 36 (although the grave says age 37).  
He lived in Church Street. 
 
‘Long-time Thriplow resident Sheila Andrews remembers a Mrs. Arthur Ison, who lived in a cottage 

in Church St in the 1920s, after her husband had died from wounds in the war, as well as Mr. and Mrs. 

William Ison, who lived at College Farm.’   
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First name(s) ARTHUR E 
Last name ISON 

Gender Male 
Birth day - 

Birth month - 
Birth year 1881 

Age 36 
Death quarter 4 

Death year 1917 
District BRAMPTON 
County Cumberland 
Volume 10B 
Page 572 

Country England 
Record set England & Wales deaths 1837-2007 
Category Birth, Marriage, Death & Parish Records 

Record collection Deaths & burials 
Collections from Great Britain 

 

 

This picture shows an Army hospital, though it is not known where. 

 

 

 

 

 

The press report of the unveiling of Thriplow War memorial on 12th November 1922 was 

reported as follows: 
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Any Soldier to His Son 
 

What did I do, sonny, in the Great World War? 

Well, I learned to peel potatoes and to scrub the barrack floor. 

I learned to push a barrow and I learned to swing a pick, 

I learned to turn my toes out, and to make my eyeballs click. 

I learned the road to Folkestone, and I watched the English shore, 

Go down behind the skyline, as I thought, for evermore. 

And the Blighty boats went went by us and the harbour hove in sight, 

And they landed us and sorted us and marched us "by the right". 

"Quick march!" across the cobbles, by the kids who rang along 

Singing "Appoo?" "Spearmant" "Shokolah?" throught dingy old Boulogne; 

By the widows and the nurses and the niggers and Chinese, 

And the gangs of smiling Fritzes, as saucy as you please. 

 

I learned to ride as soldiers ride from Etaps to the Line, 

For days and nights in cattle trucks, packed in like droves of swine. 

I learned to curl and kip it on a foot of muddy floor, 

And to envy cows and horses that have beds of beaucoup straw. 

I learned to wash in shell holes and to shave myself in tea, 

While the fragments of a mirror did a balance on my knee. 

I learned to dodge the whizz-bangs and the flying lumps of lead, 

And to keep a foot of earth between the sniper and my head. 

I learned to keep my haversack well filled with buckshee food, 

To take the Army issue and to pinch what else I could. 

I learned to cook Maconochie with candle-ends and string, 

With "four-by-two" and sardine-oil and any God-dam thing. 

I learned to use my bayonet according as you please 

For a breadknife or a chopper or a prong for toasting cheese. 

I learned "a first field dressing" to serve my mate and me 

As a dish-rag and a face-rag and a strainer for our tea. 

I learned to gather souvenirs that home I hoped to send, 

And hump them round for months and months and dump them in the end. 

I learned to hunt for vermin in the lining of my shirt, 

To crack them with my finger-nail and feel the beggars spirt; 

I learned to catch and crack them by the dozen and the score 

And to hunt my shirt tomorrow and to find as many more. 

 

I learned to sleep by snatches on the firestep of a trench, 

And to eat my breakfast mixed with mud and Fritz's heavy stench. 

I learned to pray for Blighty ones and lie and squirm with fear, 

When Jerry started strafing and the Blighty ones were near. 

I learned to write home cheerful with my heart a lump of lead 

With the thought of you and mother, when she heard that I was dead. 

And the only thing like pleasure over there I ever knew, 

Was to hear my pal come shouting, "There's a parcel, mate, for you." 

 

So much for what I did do - now for what I have not done: 

Well, I never kissed a French girl and I never killed a Hun, 

I never missed an issue of tobacco, pay, or rum, 

I never made a friend and yet I never lacked a chum. 

I never borrowed money, and I never lent - but once  
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(I can learn some sorts of lessons though I may be borne a dunce). 

I never used to grumble after breakfast in the Line 

That the eggs were cooked too lightly or the bacon cut too fine. 

I never told a sergeant just exactly what I thought, 

I never did a pack-drill, for I never quite got caught. 

I never punched a Red-Cap's nose (be prudent like your Dad), 

But I'd like as many sovereigns as the times I've wished I had. 

I never stopped a whizz-bang, though I've stopped a lot of mud, 

But the one that Fritz sent over with my name on was a dud. 

I never played the hero or walked about on top, 

I kept inside my funk hole when the shells began to drop. 

Well, Tommy Jones's father must be made of different stuff: 

I never asked for trouble - the issue was enough. 

 

So I learned to live and lump it in the lovely land of war, 

Where the face of nature seems a monstrous septic sore, 

Where the bowels of earth of earth hang open, like the guts of something slain, 

And the rot and wreck of everything are churned and churned again; 

Where all is done in darkness and where all is still in day, 

Where living men are buried and the dead unburied lay; 

Where men inhabit holes like rats, and only rats live there; 

Where cottage stood and castle once in days before La Guerre; 

Where endless files of soldiers thread the everlasting way, 

By endless miles of duckboards, through endless walls of clay; 

Where life is one hard labour, and a soldiers gets his rest 

When they leave him in the daisies with a puncture in his chest; 

Where still the lark in summer pours her warble from the skies, 

And underneath, unheeding, lie the blank upstaring eyes. 

 

And I read the Blighty papers, where the warriors of the pen 

Tell of "Christmas in the trenches" and "The Spirit of our men"; 

And I saved the choicest morsels and I read them to my chum, 

And he muttered, as he cracked a louse and wiped it off his thumb: 

"May a thousand chats from Belgium crawl under their fingers as they write; 

May they dream they're not exempted till they faint with mortal fright; 

May the fattest rats in Dickebusch race over them in bed; 

May the lies they've written choke them like a gas cloud till they're dead; 

May the horror and the torture and the things they never tell 

(For they only write to order) be reserved for them in Hell!" 

 

You'd like to be a soldier and go to France some day? 

By all the dead in Delville Wood, by all the nights I lay 

Between our lines and Fritz's before they brought me in; 

By this old wood-and-leather stump, that once was flesh and skin; 

By all the lads who crossed with me but never crossed again, 

By all the prayers their mothers and their sweethearts prayed in vain, 

Before the things that were that day should ever more befall 

May God in common pity destroy us one and all! 

 

Anonymous poem contributed by Alick Lavers (e-mail)   

 

 


