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In 2005 I interviewed the last twenty-one veterans of the Great War for my book, Last Post: The Final Words from our Soldiers of the Great War. Each one was more than hundred years old, and all had vivid stories to tell of their experiences of the war. With the deaths of Henry Allingham and Harry Patch this year, there are now in Britain no living witnesses to the great campaigns, and their testimonies have passed into history.

Most oral histories of the Great War - my own included - have naturally concentrated on serving soldiers, and concluded at the end of the conflict. This time I wanted to shift the focus away from an exclusively military approach, and examine the immediate aftermath of the bloodiest conflict of modern times. It has become axiomatic to talk about the disappointment of the demobbed soldier, returning to a homeland that he had been assured would be fit for heroes, only to find unemployment, austerity and indifference.

What did the returning veterans really find at home? How did the shellshocked, the blind and the amputees manage to find a place in a society that the war had changed beyond all recognition? And what of those who had stayed at home - the conscientious objectors, the army of young widows, the spinsters without hope of a husband, the mothers who had sacrificed their sons. In this collection of testimonies all these people, and many more, tell their stories, and not all are what you might expect. From the grimmest of circumstances people did find the strength to rebuild their homes, their families and their working lives, with  a tenacity, a determination and clear sense of purpose that only survivors of such a traumatic experience could have had.

Their accounts have been gathered principally from the archives of the Imperial War Museum, the Liddle Collection and contemporary news sources, and it has been a great privilege to hear such extraordinary tales of everyday optimism, stoicism and determination in the face of supreme difficulties. These are the words of real men and women: I have been but a catalyst.
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CHAPTER 1

The Armistice at the Front

As the last seconds of the war ticked away on the Western Front, some troops seized the opportunity to loose off their final rounds. Others, unable to believe that the hostilities of over four years were really about to end, sat quietly and waited. At last, over the devastation of the battlefields, the guns were silent.
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Major Keith 


Australian Expeditionary Force 

At eleven o’clock on the 11th November I was sitting in a room in the Brewer’s House at Le Cateau, which had been Sir John French’s headquarters at the time of the Battle of Mons. I was sitting at a table with a major in the Scots Greys who had a large, old-fashioned hunting watch which he put on the table and watched the minutes ticking away. When eleven o’clock came, he shut his watch up and said, ‘I wonder what we are all going to do next!’ That was very much the feeling of everyone. What was one going to do next? To some of us it was the end of four years. For many of us it was practically the only life we had known. We had started so young.

Nearby there was a German machine-gun unit giving our troops a lot of trouble. They kept on firing until practically eleven o’clock. At precisely eleven o’clock, an officer stepped out of their position, stood up, lifted his helmet and bowed to us. He then fell in all his men in the front of the trench and marched them off. I always thought that was a wonderful display of confidence in British chivalry, because the temptation to fire on them must have been very great.




Marine Hubert Trotman 


Royal Marine Light Infantry 

We were still fighting hard and losing men. We knew nothing of the proposed Armistice - we didn’t know until a quarter to ten on that day. As we advanced on the village of Guiry, a runner came up and told us that the Armistice would be signed at eleven o’clock that day, the 11th November. That was the first we knew of it.

We were lined up on a railway bank - the same railway bank that the Manchesters had lined up on in 1914. They had fought at the battle of Mons in August that year. Some of us went down to a wood in a little valley and found the skeletons of some of the Manchesters, still lying there - lying there with their boots on, very still, no helmets, no rusty rifles or equipment . . . just their boots.




Corporal Thomas Grady 


305th Machine Gun Battalion, Australian Expeditionary Force  (from his diary)

Stood by all night and it was a hot place. One of my guns was knocked out of action by shrapnel and I found one of the new men - Jones - dead in his dugout. Cold and raining. A runner came in at 10.30 with order to cease firing at 11 a.m. Firing continued and we stood by. The 306th Machine Gun Company on my right lost twelve men at 10.55 when a high explosive shell landed in their position. I reported Jones’s death and marked his grave. The captain conducted a prayer and cried like a baby.




Anton Lang 


2nd Bavarian Foot Artillery Regiment, Imperial German Army 

The battle raged until exactly 11 a.m. and all of a sudden a ‘big freeze’ set in. One had a feeling it was a dream and unbelievable. The sudden stillness was interrupted by a single heavy shell, which exploded on a trail near our battery among a platoon of infantry and killed four and wounded about a dozen. Having seen so many tragedies this made us sad and mad. Some joker on the other side probably wanted to fire the ‘last’ shot.




Corporal Charles Templar 


13th Battalion, Gloucestershire Regiment 

Prior to the Armistice I really had no intimation that the war was going to end right when it did. Maybe there was a feeling that it was not going to carry on much longer, but I was at home on leave from 2 to 12 October. While I was at home I felt that perhaps I stood a chance of surviving - which is why I decided to propose to Daisy.

At home, my mother told me that my godfather was very ill in hospital with cancer - so I went to see him. I walked into his room, and the first thing he said to me was, ‘Charles, don’t go getting yourself killed now. The war won’t last much longer and the country will need young men like you.’ That was his view - and he was the one that was putting money in the bank for me and his wife while I was in the army.




Sergeant Arthur Allwood 


7th Battalion, King’s Own Shropshire Light Infantry 

On the night of the 10th November, Colonel Burn called all officers to Battalion HQ and told us we were moving the next morning to relieve the Guards. At daybreak we marched away, but at 8 a.m. we heard to our relief that the Guards had taken Mauberge, and we would not be in action again that night. Then Colonel Burn read this dispatch to us SNCOs and officers about the end of hostilities. It said that there was to be no intercourse with the enemy - no Germans were to be allowed to enter our lines - and any doing so would be taken prisoner. The Colonel told us to break the news to the men as quietly as possible. I went back to A Company and simply said, ‘It’s all over, boys!’ and they looked at me as if stunned. I don’t think they believed it, then someone came along to verify it - and still they wouldn’t take it in.

Once they realized, their first reaction was to ask how soon they could write to the people back home to let them know that they’d survived - and that’s how I felt too. Then they asked the padre to hold a service as soon as we arrived back at our overnight billets.




Private Frank Dunk 


7th Battalion, The Queen’s Own (Royal West Kent Regiment) 

On 10 November, my gun team came to a farm on the road towards the Belgian village of Sevry and we knocked on the front door. A woman opened it and was very surprised to see us. She put her fingers to her lips and, pointing inside, said, ‘Boche!’ When we went in the Germans left by the back door, leaving their breakfast behind them on the table - a black loaf, one tin of fat pork, and a dixie of coffee made with burnt wheat. We shared it between us, then went on our way.

We reached a crossroads half a mile nearer the village, and found that it had been tunnelled ready to blow up, so we took up positions some fifty yards back. We had been there for about an hour when a German patrol, nine in all, arrived - intending to blow the crossroads up. I shouted, ‘Eh up!’ and let fly with one pannier of bullets into the whole patrol. They ran in all directions, dropping the sticks of explosives.

In the afternoon, we were relieved by a battalion of the Manchester Regiment. We went back to Solre le Chateau and we were billeted for the night in a German bread store, where we had to sleep on stacks of black bread with rats running all over the place. The next morning we got up to see our officer coming down the street in his shirt and braces with a barrel of beer on a big French wheelbarrow. He came into the billet and said, ‘Come on lads, the war will be over at eleven o’clock.’ When the French folks heard, out came the flags and wine, beer - all sorts, and everybody got totally pickled.




Second Lieutenant Clifford Carter 


2nd York and Lancaster Regiment 

I had just marched my platoon to ‘Baths’, and was wandering aimlessly about the roads, waiting till they had finished, when I saw a signaller leap out of his billet and fix a notice to the wall outside: ‘Hostilities will cease at 11.00 today’. It was one of the pleasantest duties of my army life to return to the baths and report the news to the men - adding that they would not have to return to the Front that night as had been expected.

It is quite impossible to describe the feeling of relief. Only those who were there could appreciate it fully.




Colonel W N Nicholson 


The Suffolk Regiment 

A German machine-gun remained in action the whole morning opposite our lines. Just before 11 a.m., a thousand rounds were fired from it in a practically ceaseless burst.

At 11 a.m. there came great cheering from the German lines and the village church bells rang. But on our side there were only a few shouts. I had heard more for a rum ration. The match was over - it had been a damned bad game.




Lieutenant-Colonel Rowland Fielding 


6th Connaught Rangers 

Yesterday we were to have pushed on and captured another town - Ath - which would have been a bloodless victory, since the enemy was retreating so fast that it was difficult to keep pace with him; and since my battalion had been detailed as advanced guard, the day would unquestionably have provided plenty of amusement. A screen of cavalry from the 19th Hussars was to have advanced in front of us, and this in itself would have been a novel experience, being the first time, I imagine, since 1914, that such a thing has been possible on the Western Front.

However a stop was put to proceedings by the signing of the Armistice, which took place in the morning, and my orders were countermanded, and the battalion sent to La Tombe. As we marched away the band played a tune well known to the men, who sang:

‘When this bloody war is over,

Oh! How happy I shall be!’

This, no doubt, was very appropriate, but nevertheless, what a thousand pities that we should have had to draw off at such a moment - just as we had the enemy cold.




Private Bill Smedley 


14th Battalion, Worcestershire Regiment 

When ten to eleven came I was really windy! The Germans started shelling - one or two long-range stuff, expending their shells instead of carrying them back. I just threw myself under an embankment. All of a sudden I felt a crack on my steel helmet - shrapnel! It jerked my head a bit - but it didn’t penetrate the helmet itself. I looked up and there was a girl at the side of me. I thought, ‘My God, I’ve gone mad now! A damned girl beside me in the midst of a war!’ Anyhow, it seems this girl was in a nearby farmhouse, heard the shelling, saw me dart under this embankment and she’d come out and done likewise! The shelling finished right on the dot at eleven o’clock! Not another thing!




Second Lieutenant Cyril Dennys 


Royal Garrison Artillery 

We were overlooking the Scheldt River, in a terribly exposed position, and it seemed to us that if there was a battle, we were going to have a pretty rough time of it. But before it could come, we had this news that at 11 a.m. hostilities were going to cease. We just bloody well couldn’t believe it! It didn’t seem that this could really be happening. Just before 11 a.m. it occurred to us that it would be very annoying to be left with loaded guns that we couldn’t fire. Because unloading is an awful nuisance with big guns and you have to be jolly careful what you do. So we cocked our guns up to an angle that we felt made it certain that no-one was going to get killed when we fired, because we didn’t want to slay anyone in that final moment.




Private William Gillman 


2/2nd Battalion, City of London Regiment (Royal Fusiliers) 

We had just had our time on rest, and were being sent forward again to relieve those who were in front of us. We had reached open ground when all of a sudden a band of horses galloped up with ‘brass hats’ and we were called to a halt. We were then addressed by the chief who didn’t dismount - none of them did - he just waved his hands for us to stand easy, and unrolled this long white document. He had a good voice and read out, ‘The Armistice was signed at eleven o’clock this morning’ and gave the name of the place. We had heard rumours that morning that we’d really got Gerry on the run, so this didn’t come as a surprise. In fact, there wasn’t a cheer of any kind raised when he read it out. Then he just said, ‘good luck’, and rode off with his officers.




Lieutenant Alex Wilkinson 


2nd Coldstream Guards  (from his diary)

The jolly old war has come to an end at last - and a good end too. For peace I don’t care one bit, but I am exceedingly glad that we have won the war. That is the point. And thank heavens I had a really good battle before the end. I would not have missed it for anything in the whole world. It was really nice to be there in the line when hostilities ceased. It is where I really wanted to be, and one was able to appreciate it there as nowhere else.




Nurse Rosaleen Cooper 


Voluntary Aid Detachment, sister of Robert Graves 

We heard about the Armistice in our camp just outside Boulogne. I was on night duty, so I was allowed to take the morning off, provided I got some sleep in later, so I went into Boulogne. Oh, there was such excitement! There was a notice up on the door of the town hall which said, ‘Onze heure du matin, la guerre est finie’. Perfect strangers were hugging each other on the street and crying. Middle-aged men were hugging each other saying, ‘Vous êtes content, mon ami?’ ‘Ah oui - je suis content!’ It was all very exciting.

There was immense relief all round, but especially among the British patients I’d been looking after, because all the ones who weren’t very sick dreaded going back into line. I went into the mess room - and we were allowed to wear beautiful dresses there - and I sat down at the piano and I played the Chopin prelude called the ‘Eleven o’clock’, because it has got those great clanging eleven chords. It seemed to me a great way of celebrating the end of the war.




Fusilier Alexander Jamieson 


11th Battalion, Royal Scots Fusiliers 

As we advanced, we saw the terrible state of the Ypres salient. There were wrecked tanks from 1917 all over the place. I was used to dead horses and mules, but not in the numbers that we saw up there. It was just shell holes everywhere. By the end of the first day we were clear of Ypres and on a ridge where we could look ahead and see trees and a landscape that had not been affected by the war. It was just unbelievable. We knew then that things were going well.

We came back out of the line at a place called Vichte and had  gone to bed in a hay loft. Our sergeant came in shouting that the war was over. Everybody got up and went down into this wee village. The estaminet owner opened his pub and issued free drinks and then went back to his bed.




Captain Thomas Westmacott 


Royal Artillery 

There was no great demonstration by the troops, I think because it was hard to realise that the war was really over. Shortly before 11 am, our Divisional Artillery let the Hun have it with every available gun. I never heard such a roar. A great contrast to the deathly silence which followed at 11 am.




Lieutenant Edward Allfree 


Royal Garrison Artillery 

No more shelling, no more gas, no more forward observation stunts with the infantry, no more casualties! In fact, the rest of life a holiday - that’s what it seemed like then! With the war over, what else mattered? Why worry again about anything? Life without war should be blissful happiness - one long leave with no return to war at the end of it! So it seemed to me that day. The holiday spirit was upon us!




Gunner George Worsley 


Royal Field Artillery 

At eleven o’clock on the day itself, a trumpeter came round and sounded the ‘Cease Fire’, quite dramatically. I remember doing a cartwheel and I said to myself, ‘I’m alive! It’s all over and I’m alive!’ 

We went into the house of a French woman. We found her in the kitchen, furiously pulling up the flagstones in the stone floor to find a bicycle she’d taken to pieces and hidden from the Germans all through the war. She was a woman of great spirit. In fact, she didn’t think the war should be over. She kept shouting, ‘Berlin! Berlin!’ and pointing, as much as to say we’d given up too soon. Germans had been sleeping there the night before, and she shouted, ‘Pas fini! Revanche! Revanche!’ She wanted revenge. I said, ‘Mais peut être je suis mort - you know, I might get killed. She says, ‘Sanfairyann’, meaning that didn’t matter. I said, ‘Sanfairyann be buggered! I’m alive. The war’s over. That’s good enough for me!’




Annah Peck 


American Red Cross 

When the news reached us, the first impression was that a curious pall seemed to fall over everything and no-one knew whether to believe it or not, for although the announcement was quite official, the fact seemed too big to grasp. It was as if one had been holding fast to something all these years, holding on with a grip that one never dared to slacken, and suddenly one was told to let go - and as the tired muscles relaxed, they seemed to hurt more than when one was holding on. It hurt in many ways, as big events must do, but the joy of peace was there too, and as the men realized it, one saw the change.

That night in the canteen, they sang as they had never sung before - not the banal songs to pass the time, but the Marseillaise  and Madelon, and the songs that they really loved. One man from the Opera with a magnificent voice sang the verses, and when the chorus came, all the poilus joined in and seemed to sing with open throats and hearts. It was wonderful, and that evening  we did not close the canteen and put the lights out at nine o’clock, which was the rule at the Front, but let them sing until they were too hoarse to go on any longer. We stayed and listened, thrilled - for at last some expression had been given to the pent-up feelings of the day.




Dolly Shepherd 


British civilian balloonist and parachutist, driver with WAAC 

When the Armistice was announced on the 11th, it was strange. We wept because the silence was so awful - we had been used to the guns all day long, all day every day. We were so pleased to have silence at last, but we certainly made whoopee that night!

Shortly after the Armistice, I was told go and pick up the King of Belgium and take him to Bruges. When I got there he was sitting by a private plane eating bacon, cheese and pickled onions. When we got to Bruges, oh the excitement! People were giving me banknotes and things and shaking me by the hand as if I was a heroine - oh yes, that was an exciting time.




Corporal John Collins 


No. 1 Cavalry Field Ambulance, RAMC 

A silence came over the whole place that you could almost feel. After four and a half years of war, not a shot was being fired, not a sound was heard because the fog blanketed everything, and hung really thickly over us. We were northeast of Mons, whereas I’d started the battle four and a half years before southeast of Mons.

The feeling that we should never come under fire again was one of tremendous relief - like taking off two heavy overcoats  in a humid atmosphere. The terms of the Armistice were that there had to be six miles between the German troops and our advance, and every day they were moving back into Germany and we moved after them - but there was always six miles between the two armies. That night, because we were closer than six miles to them, we moved back into Mons itself and were billeted. That evening the good people of Mons came round to our Field Ambulance and took us in sixes and fours into their homes and gave us the meal of a lifetime. They told us that they had dug up from their gardens all the food and wine they had buried four and a half years before when the Germans entered the city.

The following day, we rested, but we went back that next evening for another meal, but those two days were the only rest we had, because on the third day we started moving forward into Germany.

On the evening of the second day, the army had got the entertainers up - the comedians and the music-hall artists - and they’d taken over a theatre in Mons. It was first class entertainment and we all enjoyed it immensely - there were singers, jugglers, one-act plays - a lovely evening. There was one famous juggler - he was about six foot five, with tremendous long arms - a comic figure himself.




Nurse Alison Strathy 


American Red Cross 

A mob came down the Avenue de l’Opera - it developed into a procession. At its head marched Latin Quarter students, all wearing large black ties, carrying the flags of the Allied countries. They were followed by soldiers, sailors, midinettes - young part-time milliners or dressmakers - members of the Red Cross, the YMCA, civilians and more soldiers. In front  of the Opera, the procession seemed to hesitate for a moment, then with one accord they broke into the Marseillaise. It was like a match to a bonfire, now we were a seething crowd celebrating victory!

I joined the parade through the streets of Paris and found myself arm in arm with poilus I had never seen before. I forget where we went, but we toured the streets and sang and sang, and the procession kept growing longer and longer. Finally, we ended up at the Place de la Concorde and stopped before the statue to the ‘City of Lille’, which was draped with flags and loaded with laurel leaves - it had been just liberated from German hands by the British. The statue to the ‘City of Strasbourg’ was similarly decorated, as it had been recaptured by the Americans.

Before we separated we sang La Marseillaise again, and more than one Frenchman had tears in his eyes.

That evening, a blind sous-officier was with us. After numerous toasts and speeches by all and sundry, our young soldier stood up, steadied himself by the table, and without a word, launched forth into a patriotic song. It was in gratitude for the deliverance of Lille, and for Lille he had given his sight. We kissed him goodbye and he returned to his hospital and his thoughts, and we to the crowds.




Lloyd Fox 


British conscientious objector, served with Friends’ Ambulance Unit 

About a week before the Armistice I had a shocking cold - and I had a sore throat from inhaling gas. I was sitting in the dark with just a hurricane lantern in one of the rooms of the convent, and I thought it would do me good to put my feet in hot water, so I boiled some up on my primus stove and I was sitting with  my feet in a basin of hot water when news of the Armistice reached the town.

There was lots of horn-blowing, and I forgot my cold, and my hot water and went down to the main square. I joined in as a group of people pulled the German bandstand to pieces to make a large bonfire, then we danced round it. That was the night before the official Armistice was declared at 11 the next morning, but the war was over as far as Courtrai was concerned. I had to deal with the last of my army cases - an unfortunate young soldier who was hit in the face by a star shell fired by some drunken Americans who were going round the streets, firing off their Very pistols. One of these things came down and hit this man, killing him on the spot. That was our last war casualty and the last stretcher I had to clear up.




Major Richard Russell 


Royal Field Artillery 

We arrived in Paris around eleven o’clock on the morning of 11th November. I stepped on to the platform and I heard a bang - somebody had fired off something to announce the return of peace. We found ourselves two rooms, had a wash and shave, then went out on to the streets. By that time, Paris had started to go a bit mad. All the shops had shut and the assistants and other workers were out on the streets, shouting and cheering. We hadn’t gone very far when about a dozen girls surrounded us in a ring and we had to kiss every one of them before they’d let us go. We thought they’d gone completely mad. As we walked on, an old man with a beard ran towards me shouting, ‘Anglais! Anglais!’, and put his arms around me and kissed me heartily on both cheeks. This went on all over Paris, where British troops made up a very small minority of the crowd - it was all Americans.

At one point in that mad day there was a procession of students  coming down a main road, headed by a British brigadier. One of the students had a long pole with a board on top, showing a cartoon of the Kaiser, running for his life with his hand over his private parts, with Madame France, a cap of liberty on her head, and carrying a big carving knife in hot pursuit.

We got some lunch at the Ambassadors on the Champs Elysées, then decided we ought to find some female company. We met two very nice girls and I asked them if they would like to have supper with us that evening. They got proper permission - there was not to be any sort of funny business attached to it - and we went off to supper at Maxime’s. We got our table and then we said we must go and wash our hands. I went to one of the cubicles and as I was opening the door, an old woman pushed past me and polished up the seat with a great duster and exclaimed triumphantly, ‘Go ahead, Monsieur’.

We had a very pleasant dinner, after which Jackson proceeded to stand on the table and sing ‘God save the King!’ At the end of the evening we took our lady friends home.




Lance Corporal Abraham 


Royal Engineers 

Following the gas attack, after a few days of swabbing, my blistered eyelids became less painful. Each day I was able to open them a little more, so that gradually my sight returned. It was, however, several years before I could stand strong sunlight or wind without intense discomfort.

On 9 November I was given a complete new uniform and marched - or hobbled - to a nearby convalescent camp. I found walking very painful. After so many months in the line and hundreds of miles of marching, my feet had developed a thick protective layer of hard skin. Lying in a hospital bed had caused them to crack.

Convalescent camp was designed to discourage anyone from staying there a moment longer than could be helped. We were housed in unheated Nissen huts - but I think we each had a blanket. I can’t recall any sort of bed, and I think we must have slept on the floor. I was now among complete strangers from all branches of the army, changing daily as drafts left for base depots and others arrived from hospitals.

I have never ceased to be thankful for the ease with which one made friends under such conditions. Equally, of course, one took a dislike to others, but people of similar interests and outlook seemed to gravitate towards one another, sharing parcels from home and helping one another in countless ways.

I made a friend on my first day in that camp, and on 11 November - that never-to-be-forgotten day he and I were detailed for camp guard duty. Up to the previous day I think few of us had realized just how near we were to the end of the war. There was no radio in those days and we had long learnt to distrust the stuff that found its way into the few newspapers that were available to us - but on the 10th November the camp was buzzing with rumours that hostilities would cease the following day. At some time during the day a poster appeared on the camp noticeboard confirming this.

I forget when our guard duties commenced on the 11th, but at eleven o’clock that morning no-one cared. We all went crazy, including the camp cooks, so that there was no dinner for us, but what did that matter? We of the camp guard were supposed to see that no-one left the camp without a pass. Of course everyone did, and we made no attempt to stop them. The sergeant of the guard said to me, ‘I’m going to bugger off until 10 p.m., and I shall expect to find you all here then.’ When he had gone I told the rest of the guard we would do likewise, and although they were all strangers to me - and to one another - not one of them let me or the sergeant down. We were all there and tolerably sober when the orderly officer came round that night.

The camp was quite deserted when my new friend and I set forth and made our way down into Le Treport to do our bit of celebrating. Food and drink still had little attraction for me, but we had to do something special on such a wonderful night as this. We had a few drinks and then went into a restaurant and asked what we could have. You didn’t order things in those days - you just took what was available or went without. To our surprise, the waiter said we could have steak and chips and spinach, so we settled for this with a bottle of vin rouge. The steak was unlike any that I had ever tasted and, at the time, I attributed this to the residual effects of mustard gas - but I have since wondered whether that was the one and only time I tasted horse, or perhaps mule.

There was a wonderful atmosphere that night - the tremendous relief at knowing we should not have to go back into the trenches or to open warfare again, was beyond my ability to describe. We finished our wine and strolled around, just enjoying the general air of happiness. We may have had a few more drinks, but although we had every excuse to have a skinful, we were certainly not tight as we made our way back to camp and our onerous guard duties.

Everyone seemed so very happy that night, and as we made our way up the hill from the centre of town, we overtook two French soldiers, each with a girl on his left arm while using his right hand to piss in the gutter. They all appeared to be drunk and were making a tremendous noise. They greeted us like brothers, but George and I broke away from the party and got back to the guardroom just in time for the inspection by the sergeant and the orderly officer.




Ruby Ord 


British civilian clerk with WAACs 

I think we were all expecting the Armistice - we thought it was near - but I think it was an anti-climax. Suddenly you thought of all the people you had known who had been killed. They were just in the war zone and they could come home in your imagination, but the Armistice brought the realization that they weren’t coming back - that it was the end. So I think it was not such a time of rejoicing as it might have been. We were glad the fighting was over and that no more men would be killed, but it was dampened down very much in France. In England there was all this exuberance, but I think we were too near reality to feel that way.




Webb Miller 


Correspondent for United Press 

As the hour of eleven approached, the men kept their eyes on their wristwatches. From the direction of Verdun the fog-muffled rumble of the cannonade gradually died away. In our sector somewhere to the left there had been occasional rat-tat-tat-tats from machine guns. Now they ceased.

Eleven o’clock! The war ended!

It would make a better story if I could tell of men cheering, yelling, laughing and weeping with joy, throwing their tin hats in the air, embracing one another, dancing with delight. But they didn’t. Nothing happened. The war just ended.

The men stood talking in groups. The captain let me talk on the telephone to the outposts. No drama there either. They said they couldn’t see anything in the fog or hear anything. Further up the line it was the same. The army’s reason for existence had suddenly ceased. The men didn’t know what to do next.

Here I was, covering the greatest story in the world and nothing was happening. This was the end of the greatest war in the history of the world - the war that killed eight and a half million men, the war that affected in some way every man, woman and child on earth. And here in the front line there was less excitement, less emotion and less delirious joy than you’d find in a lively crap game.




Corporal Reginald Haine 


1st Battalion, Honourable Artillery Company 

It wasn’t like London, where they all got drunk. No, it wasn’t like that. It was all very quiet. You were so dazed you just didn’t realise that from now on, you could stand up straight and not be shot.




Private James Hewitt 


7th Battalion, Leicestershire Regiment 

When it came, the Armistice was more than a surprise - we heard about it in shock and disbelief. We met an artilleryman out of the line and we asked, ‘What’s this about an armistice?’ He said, ‘It’s all over bar the shouting!’ We still wouldn’t believe it, because these explosions were still going off. We wouldn’t believe it until we marched into a farmyard and our officer said, ‘Now you and I can breathe again - the war is over.’ Beyond that there were no emotions whatsoever. We simply went into the village and lay down. I don’t think we quite got it.




Corporal Clifford Lane 


1st Battalion, Hertfordshire Regiment 

As far as the Armistice itself was concerned, it was a kind of anticlimax. We were too far gone, too exhausted really, to enjoy it. All we wanted to do was go back to our billets. There was no cheering - no singing. That day we had no alcohol at all. We simply celebrated the Armistice in silence and thankfulness that it was all over. We were drained of all emotion. That’s what it amounted to.




Captain Oliver Woodward 


1st Australian Tunnelling Company 

One would have expected that at this stage the field would have been filled with men carried away in a paroxysm of joy, but it was not so. Instead, officers and men moved quietly about from one group to another, giving and receiving a handshake amongst comrades. It was an occasion too great for words. The artificial barriers of rank were temporarily cast aside, and we felt to the full the real comradeship of war and the realization that the distasteful task had ended. In our mind we called to memory those of our comrades who had made the supreme sacrifice.




Corporal Arthur Atkins 


14th Battalion, Machine Gun Corps 

A runner from headquarters arrived, saluted our officer and handed him a message. He read it, looked at his watch, then called me over to him. He said in a most matter-of-fact, unemotional tone, ‘Corporal, hostilities cease in seven minutes’ time!’ I saluted him and said, ‘Very good, Sir!’ in the same tone of voice.

When I passed the news on to my team, it was received in the same nonchalant manner, and they just carried on with what they were doing, except for saying, ‘OK, Corp!’ It seems absolutely extraordinary that none of us, at that stage, felt the slightest sense of relief or jubilation at the news - news that we had all looked forward to for four and a half years, and hoped to hear one day, but often thought that we would never live to hear. And now it had actually arrived, it just did not sink in at once.




Major F. J. Rice 


Royal Field Artillery 

When we heard about the Armistice, my officers and I bought a bottle of port. We then went round the gun park and harness sheds and told the NCOs and men. As an example of the calmness with which it was received, when we met Sergeant Goodall walking across the gun park and told him, he merely halted, saluted, said, ‘Very good, sir’, and walked on.




Sergeant Major Richard Tobin 


Hood Battalion, Royal Naval Division 

The Armistice came - the day we had dreamed of. The guns stopped, the fighting stopped. Four years of noise and bangs ended in silence. The killings had stopped.

We were stunned. I had been out since 1914. I should have been happy - I was sad. I thought of the slaughter, the hardships . . . the waste and the friends I had lost.




Sapper Arthur Halestrap 


Royal Engineers 

I took the signal for the Armistice, yes. And, from that moment the silence was - I can only describe it as terrible. It seemed that everything dropped away from me. I thought, ‘Now what will I do? There’s no objective, there’s nothing in front of us. I’ve just got to wait.’ There was an absolute silence. It was indescribable.

When you have everything you’d been working for years, suddenly disappear, it seems there’s no future. What is my future? What am I going to do next? Just wait for orders. I felt a sort of helplessness. We were going to have to wait to see what we’re going to do next.




Sergeant Harry Hopthrow 


Royal Engineers 

When the Armistice came, I felt an enormous blank in my life, and wondered what I would do next, because most of my skills were involved with wireless telegraphy in the army. There was a silence in my mind as to what the future was going to be.




Private Thomas Hooker 


Machine Gun Corps 

We’d been a fortnight at Étaples at least, and we were there when we heard of the Armistice. At that time I didn’t feel any frustration at not seeing any action, but afterwards when we found that was definitely that, and we had lost the chance of being under fire, my personal feeling was that I had missed out on something.

Mind you, it was a good miss - everybody thought it was a good miss. Someone said, ‘A man thinks meanly of himself if he has never been a soldier.’ Well, I was a soldier all right, but I hadn’t been under fire, so I thought that meanly of myself. Oh the horrors of war - we were just youngsters - just nineteen, all of us.




Corporal Tommy Keele 


11th Battalion Middlesex Regt, attached to ‘Ace of Spades’ Concert Par ty 

We knew the Gerries had had it and that an Armistice would be signed on November the 11th, and we were in some little village when, at eleven o’clock, it was. We all congregated in the streets to hear the sirens go, declaring that the war was finished. Some clever ones thought they would go a bit further and they sent up rockets - the type that we would send up as a distress signal. Bert Stanley and I were standing in the street and suddenly we heard something coming - zzzoooomm . . . crash - and it was one of these flaming rockets. The outer shell came down and just missed us. Had it hit our heads it would have brained us. So we nearly lost our lives on the first day of the Armistice.




Margaret Mercer 


English volunteer 

One cannot rejoice at such a victory - the price has been far too terrible - but at least it has not been paid in vain. And surely, even Germany will learn by this awful lesson, that war is mad and terrible, and that there are things in the world stronger and more powerful than Krupp’s cannon.

I am lucky to be so much in the thick of the French Army for this wonderful day, but am surprised at the calm everywhere. There are flags on the battered houses and on most of the camions, but there is no singing or shouting. I think we are still too near the horrors of war there for any show of high spirits, with the hospital full as ever of crippled and dying men. There is more a feeling of immense relief than anything, and ‘enfin, on ne se tue pas’ (at last the killing has stopped) is the commonest expression, which truly expresses the heart of the situation.

We are busier than usual and have hardly time to think or realise at all that this is the day we have been praying for, for four and a half years. We have an invasion of dreadful old women this evening who have been driven from a hospice that was shelled and set on fire by the retreating Boches. They’ve been in German hands for four and a half years and are all half-mad, either from old age or shock. It is a most trying party to cope with - far worse than hundreds of poilus.




Captain Charles Gee 


9th Battalion, Durham Light Infantry 

When we realized the Armistice was real, we had a glass of wine that night. We all felt very relieved. I wrote to my brother - but I was convinced he was dead. I reckoned I knew that he was dead on the 8th. I had been doing a lot of work in the orderly room at the time and I went to my hut and suddenly thought of my brother - a premonition that he could be dead. I wrote a card to him when the Armistice came, saying, ‘I am alive are you?’ - then I heard some weeks later that he was dead.




Private Jonas Hart 


Essex Regiment 

We were simply told that Germany had collapsed and the war was over. In the morning, we were marched down to the village and allowed to buy whatever we wanted. We could mingle with the people. The French couldn’t do enough for us - they were wonderful. But we all wanted to go to our own home.

We were warned that any man found raping a woman would be immediately arrested and sent back to camp. One man was caught, and he was taken back to the camp under escort, and next morning at daybreak he was taken out and shot.




Sergeant Harry Hopthrow 


Royal Engineers 

After the Armistice there was some backlash against those French who had collaborated with the occupying Germans. I saw a man being marched off, suspected of being a spy. Also, on the morning of the Armistice Day in Rennes, the locals had turned out in great force and put out banners, ‘Welcome to our liberators’. There was a lot of screaming going on, and we discovered they had been picking out all the girls who collaborated and were cutting off their hair. In fairness, there were two people in our lives - us and the enemy - and you were either with us or against us. I don’t think nationality came into it very much.
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