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‘PASSING BELLS’


Fair morning heroes of dark dawns


embarked upon the Trojan War


that cracked our history’s path.


Wits snatched away on broken ridges,


in sacrifice neath mud and trees,


those trees that seemed so high.


Familiar tunes like Dolly Gray


no longer hummed by mouthless friends,


now cattle’s silent song.


A carnaged hell of stretchered youth,


the front, the trenches and a glimpse


of welcome hearths and homes.


A yellow rose for Mademoiselle


and random shards of shrapnel lodged


in limbs and memories.


Memories of sweet choristers


who sang divided antiphons


in frozen shock of shell.


The devil’s evil tritone heard


in compound intervals of fire,


whose angry splutterings


snuffed out the breath of Stratford sons


long destined to a nameless grave


and never to return.


Back home, survivors suffered through


stark nightmares of still fighting on


when peace had been declared.


Left leaves of lime trees spattered red


from unknown horrors in burnt woods,


where still lie butchered boys.


O, to hold the perished hands


that pencilled precious letters home,


now setting suns at noon.


O, to heal the saddened hearts


that every evening draw down blinds


and whisper requiems.


Dona nobis pacem


(Victor Church, 2009)
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‘A PRECIOUS IMMORTALITY’


King Edward VI School in Stratford-upon-Avon can trace its origins to the thirteenth century, when in May 1295 the Register of Deacons of the diocese of Worcester recorded the ordination of Richard as rector scholarum. During the following 600 years, the school survived several religious and political upheavals, and amongst the pupils was William Shakespeare.


At the outbreak of war in August 1914, King Edward VI School remained a small grammar school with sixty-nine boys on the register. The Masters had always been members of the clergy, and the school ethos was of service to the community and to the country. Like all boys of their generation, those of King Edward VI responded to the call to arms with patriotic enthusiasm. For such a small school, the cost was relatively high – thirty-two died, including three sets of brothers and one Master – but the twelve honours they received, including a Victoria Cross, were significant. Set against their life in school and Stratford-upon-Avon, this book tells their stories during the war in the various theatres of action. I hope that the book does them justice, for these boys, like the much larger number of former pupils who were killed in the Second World War, are a very important part of the history of this small Warwickshire grammar school.


This book was initially the idea of Neville Mellon, Headmaster between 1981 and 1997 and a great military enthusiast. Unfortunately he died before he could complete his research, and his wife kindly passed all his records to the school archive. The book is dedicated to him and to the thirty-one Old Boys and one Master.


Richard Pearson


Archivist, King Edward VI School
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‘FAR I HEAR THE STEADY DRUMMER’


There was once a road through the woods


Before they planted the trees.


(Rudyard Kipling)


One hundred years ago, Stratford-upon-Avon was a very different place from the town today. The shape is more or less the same, but it is almost impossible to recognise those buildings that were captured in photographs in the years before 1914. The street names are the same, but the traders and family businesses have all long gone. Stratford was smaller then. The pace of life was slower, and it was predominantly an agricultural market town.


Street traders occupied the middle of Bridge Street ‘with a collection of ramshackle stalls, with fruit and fish as the principal offerings.’ (Gerald Jaggard, Stratford Mosaic). Boats floated idly down the Avon towards Lucy’s Mill past banks of pale primroses. Donkey carts made their weekly deliveries of carrots and potatoes from the stiff clay of the Vale of Evesham, down Waterside under a canopy of cream-coloured horse chestnut blossom and cherry trees on the Bancroft. Along Bridge Street there were tailors, milliners, butchers, wine merchants, and afternoon tea at the Shakespeare Gallery. T.H. Meadows, grocer and tea dealer, and the Shakespearean Sausage and Pie Manufactory were amongst the long-established trades in Wood Street, whilst those in Chapel Street included Callaway the plumbers and the auctioneers Kibler Morgan.


Although sheep still grazed on the hillsides of south Warwickshire and cattle roamed the pastureland, farming was going through a period of great change. The hereditary skills of thatching and ditching were dying out. Wooden implements had given way to ones made from iron, and the barley and wheat was no longer cut by men and placed in stooks, but mechanised combines swept through the fields reducing the number of labourers the farmer needed to employ. ‘Drudgery and hardship lurked beneath the charm of rural beauty,’ wrote Juliet Nicholson in The Perfect Summer, in red-tiled villages with ancient grey stone churches, where farm labourers received a weekly wage of about 14s. A clergyman observed that the only hope of escape ‘for a reckless and degraded peasantry’ was emigration. A Canadian government emigration agent based in Corporation Street in Birmingham regularly visited Stratford and advertised in the Stratford-upon-Avon Herald, offering a free 160 acres: ‘The soil is tilled – and a town springs up in Canada’ read the advertisements, ‘Help to make Canada great by helping to till the soil’.


This agricultural crisis, plus the economic and social changes, led to a rising interest in socialism, attention to the condition of the poor and the status of women, including the issue of women’s suffrage. The Stratford branch of the Women’s Suffrage Society had been formed and Mrs Pankhurst came to address an open meeting. The lives of the old and those in the workhouse at the top of Mansell Street were transformed by the introduction in 1909 of the old age pension, and excited queues formed at the Post Office in Sheep Street.


It was an era marked by significant shifts in politics. Sections of society which had been excluded from having any power in the past became politicised, and the General Election results in 1906 were watched by an enthusiastic crowd on a large screen outside the electrical shop in High Street.


The tension in the air created by so much change, reform and innovation was reflected in the enormous number of novels and short stories being published. The anxiety was often encouraged by the more excitable newspapers, including the Daily Mail, the Sketch and the Daily Mirror.


These years before 1914 were regarded as a romantic ‘golden age’. Families walked to Alveston and Hampton Lucy, on to the Welcombe Hills and Clifford Chambers, passed gardens of lilac and laburnum, and through fields of primroses and pink hawthorn. Fine weather caused dust to be a problem on untarmacked roads, and although water carts went round, the trouble started again after a few hours of sunshine. In wet weather, mud lay everywhere. Scores of children in smocks and print gowns processed through Stratford on May Day followed by a maypole to the Bancroft, where Morris men, fiddlers, clowns and hobby horses entertained. Sarah Bernhardt came to the Memorial Theatre to act her version of Hamlet in French prose, and the great contralto Clara Butt sang at the annual concert of the choral society. Stratfordians had their first sight of an aeroplane. There were the usual pig roasts and rides and family-run side shows at the annual Mop Fair, and crowds gathered on the banks of the Avon to watch the regatta. Continuing a tradition started by their Headmaster in 1893, the boys of King Edward VI School led the procession to Holy Trinity Church on Shakespeare’s birthday.


At the corner of Chapel Lane and Church Street, and next to the thirteenth-century Guild Chapel (where the great bell was still rung at 6 a.m. followed by the day of the month immediately afterwards) stood King Edward VI Grammar School. Established by the Guild of the Holy Cross, the school had educated the sons of Stratford for over 700 years. William Shakespeare had been a pupil, learning his Latin, Greek and rhetoric there in the sixteenth century. The school had survived the Reformation, the Civil War, and an epidemic of smallpox in the eighteenth century that ravaged the town and reduced the number of boys on roll to three. In 1914 it was still a small grammar school, almost a little kingdom of its own, and was in a period of transition. The Headmaster, Revd Cornwell Robertson, who had been appointed in 1902, believed that it was not the sole object of the school to cram a boy and stuff as much learning into him as it could. He wanted a little more. He ‘liked to see a boy work not with his head alone, but with his heart as well, whatever he was doing, whether on the playing field or in the school.’ There were eighty-one boys. Most came from the town, some from the surrounding Warwickshire villages and farms, and there were thirty boarders in the Old School House in Chapel Lane. Following a general entrance fee of £1, the inclusive annual tuition fee under the age of twelve was £8 10s, and for those above twelve, £10. The cost of boarding, in addition to the tuition fee, was £50. As they had done since the time of the Royal Charter of 1553, the sons of Burgesses of Stratford-upon-Avon remained exempt from both the entrance fee and one-third of the tuition fee.


In buildings dating from the early fifteenth century, the boys were taught English, mathematics, Latin, French, chemistry, history, geography, scripture, art and gymnastics by the Headmaster and his five members of staff. Music lessons were available, but only by private tuition, and Greek was included from the fourth form onwards. There were open fire-places and gas burners, but no electricity. The boarders did their prep in the evening gloom of Big School, where just over 300 years earlier William Shakespeare had studied. There was cricket, rugby, athletics, a fives court and a rifle range.


During what Vera Brittain called ‘the last summer of that now vanished world’, events unfolded outside the walls of the school and beyond the towns and villages of Warwickshire, as Europe, in the words of Richard Holmes, ‘slid almost effortlessly’ into war. With a few exceptions, the people of Stratford had been rather insular. Certainly they were fiercely loyal to the Crown and each year celebrated Empire Day, but A.J.P. Taylor believed that before 1914 ‘a sensible, law-abiding Englishman could pass through life and scarcely notice the existence of the state, beyond the Post Office and the policeman. He could live where he liked and as he liked. He had no official number or identity card.’


Unlike the countries of the European continent, wrote Brian MacArthur in For King and Country, the state did not require its citizens to perform military service. ‘An Englishman could enlist, if he chose, in the Regular Army, the Navy, or the Territorials. Broadly speaking, the state acted only to help those who could not help themselves. It left the adult citizen alone.’


When war was declared, the principle concern for many was that the action would not last long enough for them to get to the front. The novelist Ernest Raymond wrote that at the outset the young were enthusiastic to fight for a cause they considered to be just, but like many he believed that it would all be over by Christmas. He echoed the belief that ‘there simply wasn’t enough money to keep the War going and that the City would not allow it to continue beyond a few days.’ In Warwickshire, there was the added urgency to bring in the harvest. I.M. Parsons, in the introduction to Men Who March Away, wrote of the mood of optimistic exhilaration with which young and old greeted the outbreak of war, ‘A period of euphoria, when it was still possible to believe that war was a tolerably chivalrous affair, offering welcome opportunity for heroism and self-sacrifice, and to hope that this particular war would be over in six months.’


181 King Edward VI School Old Boys served in the armed forces during the First World War. For a small school this was a considerable number. On enlistment, the youngest – directly from school – was seventeen, the oldest thirty-nine, and the youngest to die was eighteen. One gained a Victoria Cross, eleven were awarded the Military Cross, four the Distinguished Service Order, one the Military Medal, one the Distinguished Conduct Medal, one the Distinguished Service Medal, one was awarded the OBE, and two received both the Croix de Guerre and were made Chevalier de la Legion d’Honneur.


Thirty-one Old Boys and one Master were killed in action or died of wounds. Like so many thousands, they flocked to the colours with one superlative asset: comradeship. They were ‘the gay and golden boys’ of Katherine Tynan Hinkson’s poem ‘Joining the Colours’: ‘With tin whistles, mouth-organs, any noise’, they were the ‘foolish and young’ who piped ‘the way to glory and the grave’. Ernest Raymond wrote enthusiastically that ‘to be eighteen in 1914 is the best thing in England. Eighteen years ago you were born for this day. Through the last eighteen you’ve been educated for it.’ No other generation, it was believed at the time, had been called ‘to such grand things, and to such crowded, glorious living.’ (Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth). In The Perfect Summer, Juliet Nicolson called that time, ‘one of the high sunlit meadows of English history’ and suggested that ‘a bright optimism persisted, a belief that England, with its history of peace and its pre-eminence in the world, was almost divinely protected.’ In retrospect, Siegfried Sassoon believed that ‘they seemed to have forgotten that there was such a thing as the future’.
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Bridge Street, Stratford-upon-Avon, 1914. (David Gregory Collection)


As a patriotic fervour swept Stratford, the recruiting station in Sheep Street was swamped with volunteers. The threat to Britain seemed real enough, and a sense of national honour tugged their conscience. Old Boys of King Edward VI Grammar School, Arnold Grayson Bloomer (1896-1903), Bertie Ellis (1908-1912) and Alfred Bennett Smith (1887-1893) enlisted within days of the declaration of war on the August bank holiday weekend. Others, including Alan Moray Brown and Frederick Butcher, were already professional soldiers. Henry Bernard Wilson, working for the Eastern Telegraph Co. in Aden, enlisted ‘as soon as conveniently possible.’ (Stratford-upon-Avon Herald). A number of KES Old Boys about to join the colours had been members of the cast of a highly praised production of Henry V at the Memorial Theatre in 1913. Now, in the words of the Prime Minister Herbert Asquith, ‘they went to join the men of Agincourt.’
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JOHN HAROLD SAVAGE


I wish one could know them, I wish there were tokens to tell


The fortunate fellows that now you can never discern;


And then one could talk with them friendly and wish them farewell


And watch them depart on the way that they will not return.


(A.E. Housman)


At the start of the new school term at King Edward VI, the boys were reluctant to let the summer slip by. There was the harvest to gather and time for one final swim in the Avon before the boys returned to school in late September. By then, wrote Vera Brittain, the days of ‘unruffled peace of mind’ were over, and the Stratford-upon-Avon Herald was writing its weekly ‘War Jottings’, noting that ‘a thick blanket of silence has spread over the entire theatre of war [that] encourages the belief that serious events are occurring.’


One Old Boy of the school was already in France and directly involved with the British Expeditionary Force. John Harold Savage was born on 4 October 1887 and lived with his mother, Mrs Davis, at 24 Henley Street in Stratford-upon-Avon. Due to retail development, the house is no longer there. Admitted to KES as a choral scholar on a Guild Foundation, and as a boarder in November 1897 aged ten, there are no surviving records or references to him in the school magazine, The Stratfordian. However, in an account of his funeral in 1914 the Stratford-upon-Avon Herald recorded that at school ‘his bright and genial disposition made him a favourite with all.’ In the Admission Register, there were other boys who entered as choral scholars at the same time as John, and written against his name in the column headed Date of Removal is ‘Left’, and added to the name of a boy who arrived with John is the year 1902. A choral scholar received a scholarship paid for by the vicar of Stratford-upon-Avon, the Revd George Arbuthnot, providing an entirely free education in return for their singing at Holy Trinity Church. Whether John – as others did – withdrew from the church choir before he was fifteen or when his voice broke, and therefore lost his scholarship, we do not know. Some time after leaving King Edward VI School, John moved to Waterloo Road in Kings Heath, where he lived in a small, late Victorian terraced house with his wife Grace Maud (née Hewins) and their daughter Grace.


He became a conductor on the busy Moseley Road route of the Birmingham Corporation electric trams. At the outbreak of war in 1914 he was already in the reserves with the rank of sergeant in the 1st Battalion, South Wales Borderers, which was a unit of the Regular Army stationed at Bordon in north-east Hampshire. As a part of 3 Brigade in 1 Division, it was quickly ready for action and crossed from Southampton to Le Havre on 13 August on the SS Gloucester Castle. This ship was a passenger vessel built in 1911; it was later sunk by a Japanese raider in 1942. As part of the British Expeditionary Force, and heavily overloaded with kit, they headed through ‘the wooded slopes and watered valleys’ (Nigel Jones, The War Walk) towards the distant Germans who were still advancing through Belgium. By 21 August, Savage was close to the Belgian border and could clearly hear the roar of the approaching guns of the German Second Army. The following day at Maubeuge, the tidal wave of blue-grey German columns was streaming down from the north as part of the Schlieffen Plan.


Following reconnaissance reports that strong German forces were moving towards Mons, some sections of the BEF marched north to support the French Army, whilst others, including 1st Battalion South Wales Borderers, remained to set up the beginnings of a defensive line at Givry. Moving on to high ground at Villers-le-Sec, they encountered German prisoners of war being hustled away from the action. Over to their left the Battle of Mons was taking place, and the 1st Battalion went to relieve the Welsh Regiment at Peissant. They were appalled at what they found; the position was ‘horrible’, with no field of fire, and a front covered by woods, said to be full of Germans. Although they expected the worst, they had suffered no casualties when the orders came on 24 August for a general retirement in order to ‘lead the Germans on’.


During the long march back, they were startled by shots from all directions and scattered for cover along the hedges, believing they were under attack from a large number of Prussian lancers (Uhlans). Rumours spread quickly and the troops grew disheartened and exhausted by the constant retreat, marching twenty-six miles in one particular day. ‘The country was covered with standing crops,’ reported a contemporary magazine, ‘which would have limited the field of fire of our troops had they entrenched there.’ Towards the end of August, with the late French summer becoming very hot, the battalion crossed the River Aisne as the Royal Engineers blew up the bridges behind them. The retreat from Mons ended for the South Wales Borderers on 5 September at Mouroux, only thirty-three miles from the centre of Paris. It was at this time that the German Kaiser issued the order to ‘exterminate the contemptible little army’. To assist in a great counter-offensive, the South Wales Borderers moved towards Aix-la-Chapelle. Leading the advance guard at the head of the main body, they were aware of German aircraft actively scouting above them. Expecting to meet the German advance, they arrived at Aix-la-Chapelle to find no sign of them and to learn that they had retired. The following day the British advance continued, with the cavalry ahead of them already in action on the Marne. Once again the South Wales Borderers found the Germans had retired with more French villages liberated.


The Anglo-French plan had been to surround three German corps, but when there was again no engagement, rumours spread in the battalion that the Germans were demoralised and already beaten. The British soldiers began to believe the thought expressed by Ernest Raymond and echoed by many that the war would be over by Christmas.


Savage and the South Wales Borderers crossed the River Marne on an undefended bridge at Nogent. They continued north to bivouac at Le Thoulet on 9 September. By this time, special packages from Smith & Spencer, tobacconists in Greenhill Street, were reaching soldiers in France – one pipe and pipe cleaner, one pouch, one packet of tobacco, one packet of cigarettes – neatly boxed ‘for our boys fighting for liberty for us.’


Halted by bombardment at Priez, the battalion reached Villeneuvre on 11 September and by 14 September had advanced across the Aisne in spite of blown bridges and heavy bombardment. What followed was reported in the War Diary of the 1st Battalion South Wales Borderers. During ‘a ghastly twenty-four hours’, the battalion was fighting at the head of the brigade amidst heavy shelling from 8 a.m. at Moulins. As they moved to high ground they were hit with shrapnel and rifle fire from Germans commanding the ridge, ‘bullets ricocheting from the trees’. A mile away, British artillery opened up in support. Struggling up the valley under heavy fire – some from their own artillery – the battalion secured a defensible position and received orders ‘to hold at all costs.’ By the end of 16 September, two officers and eighteen men had been killed, seventy-six wounded and 122 were missing. The War Diary describes a scene of ‘desolation and carnage,’ with constant sniping and shelling as the heavy rain began to fill the trenches.
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John Savage.


John Savage was wounded in the knee during the withdrawal from the ridge on September, ‘during a desperate combat in which men actually fought with fists and one even used a table fork to defend himself’, wrote Jack Adams in The South Wales Borderers. Lying for hours in the drenching rain and the dark before being found and moved, John was taken thirty-two miles by lorry and a further sixty hours by train and boat before reaching England. The Stratford-upon-Avon Herald reported that ‘on the homeward journey Sergeant Savage and other wounded comrades received many gifts of tobacco and cigarettes from kindly disposed persons as they passed through the different stations.’ Taken to Selly Oak Hospital in Birmingham and operated on to remove the shrapnel on 25 September, he was reported to be ‘going on very comfortably’, but died of his wounds in the Bourn Brook Military Hospital on Wednesday 7 October, the first of the King Edward VI boys.
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Lodge Hill Cemetery, Birmingham.


John Savage was buried with full military honours on Saturday 10 October at Birmingham Lodge Hill Cemetery. The coffin, covered by the Union flag, was conveyed on a gun carriage drawn by men of the Royal Army Medical Corps, several from a detachment of the 8th Royal Warwickshire Regiment Territorial Force and ex-tramway men. The coffin was followed by forty tramway men in uniform and forty ex-tramway men who had joined the 8th Royal Warwickshire Regiment. Following a service conducted by the vicar of St Mary’s Church, Selly Oak, the ‘Last Post’ was sounded. The cemetery contains 498 First World War burials, most of them in a Commonwealth War Graves plot in Section B10. The names of those buried in the plot are inscribed on a screen wall. That evening, the Headmaster of King Edward VI School, the Revd Cecil Knight, remembered John Savage during prayers in the Guild Chapel attached to the school, where John had worshipped each morning as a boarder.


John Savage is commemorated on the Stratford-upon-Avon War Memorial in the Garden of Remembrance, on the memorial screen and reredos in Holy Trinity Church, and in the Memorial Library at King Edward VI School.


Out of the mist they stepped – into the mist.


(Katharine Tynan)
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VICTOR WILLIAM HYATT


Life to be sure, is nothing much to lose,


But young men think it is, and we were young.


(A.E. Housman)


In 1886, the actor-manager Sir Frank Benson established an annual Shakespeare Festival at the Memorial Theatre in Stratford-upon-Avon. Following his appearance at the celebrations in the school quadrangle for Empire Day on 24 May 1910, he began a happy association with King Edward VI School. In 1913, he invited the school to present a special production of Henry V in the Memorial Theatre as part of the festival between 21 April and 14 May. It was reviewed enthusiastically in both the Stratford-upon-Avon Herald and the Morning Post. The boys ‘scored a triumph, far exceeding previous rumour and expectation’ and threw themselves heartily into the production, which was ‘a blaze of colour, with variegated pennons and flashing swords and shields.’ The captain of the school, Raymond Meadows, gave ‘a remarkable performance… admirable beyond his years.’


They were indeed a noble ‘band of brothers,’ for seventeen of the main cast of twenty-five boys were to enlist in the armed forces following the outbreak of war in 1914. Playing ‘the blunt soldier Williams’, Victor William Hyatt became one of the lads who would ‘die in their glory and never grow old.’ He had flourished at King Edward VI School as a boarder between 1905 and 1913. Joining the 1st XI in 1911, he was appointed a monitor in 1912, and became captain of cricket in 1913, in addition to winning the fives and gymnasium challenge cups.
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