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for Sophie





This book is dedicated to all those warriors, known and unknown, who made the ultimate sacrifice during the First World War






PROLOGUE


WESTMINSTER ABBEY, LONDON

JULY 2018

I am standing outside Westminster Abbey with a group of my fellow ex-prisoners of war from the 1991 Gulf War. We are suited and booted, medals glinting in the July sunshine. The flags flutter in the breeze behind us, across Parliament Square. I trace the stiff outline of the invitation in my jacket pocket with my fingertips as we wait to be ushered inside. It feels like something of a miracle to be here. Everyone who has fought in a foreign war has one dream above all others: coming home. And now here we all are – senior officers, junior airmen and airwomen, test pilots, chaplains, princes, dukes, Second World War veterans in wheelchairs, widows with determined smiles, and humdrum ex-Tornado navigators like me. All lining up in pressed shirts and polished shoes for a service to commemorate 100 years of the Royal Air Force.

It’s also supposed to be a celebration. But everyone attending will have had comrades who lost their lives in war or in training, including some whose bodies have never been found. There is something about these great ceremonial occasions, with their silences, their symbolism and their ancient language as familiar as a pre-flight checklist, that can make the grandest public event feel deeply personal, too. Sometimes uncomfortably so, if you are catapulted into the past.

Edward I climbed these three low steps to the Great West Door for his coronation in 1274. So has almost every monarch since. Many were later carried up feet-first for their funerals.

Time after time, century after century, sombre crowds have gathered here, each man and woman connecting privately with a public sense of loss. In 1603, six knights carried the body of Queen Elizabeth I past this very spot, straining beneath the weight of a lead casket topped with her robed effigy. ‘Westminster was surcharged with multitudes of all sorts of people in their streets, houses, windows, leads and gutters, that came out to see the obsequy,’ wrote the chronicler John Stow, ‘and when they beheld her statue lying upon the coffin, there was such a general sighing, groaning and weeping as the like hath not been seen or known in the memory of man.’1 There is nothing starker than a coffin – a body in a box – carried with great solemnity, to take the doubt out of death. And nothing more evocative than the field of tiny wooden crosses, each one bearing a poppy, that blooms here every Remembrance Day.

We shuffle out of the sunlight and into the pale stone magnificence within. Somewhere in the distance is the tomb where they laid Elizabeth I to rest. Elsewhere lie Edward the Confessor, Sir Isaac Newton, Chaucer, Dickens and Stephen Hawking. Since 1066, it has been the location of the coronations of forty English and British monarchs, a burial site for many of them, and the venue of at least sixteen royal weddings since 1100.

Sir Winston Churchill is memorialised by an etched grey slab at our feet. My eye is drawn to the shiny rectangle of black marble beyond, guarded by a neat rampart of poppies, which marks the grave of the ‘Unknown Warrior’. As we hover in the area chatting, a more knowledgeable friend tells me that it is the only memorial stone in the abbey which no one ever walks on. And that when the Duke of York (later King George VI) married Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon there in 1923, she placed her bouquet on it in memory of her brother Fergus, killed eight years earlier during the Battle of Loos, who at that time had no known grave.2 The Queen Mother’s spontaneous act of remembrance was echoed by her daughter after her wedding to the Duke of Edinburgh in 1947. Princess Anne followed suit in 1973, as did Sophie, Countess of Wessex, in 1999. Kate, Duchess of Cambridge, continued the tradition in 2011, as have many royals since.

I am embarrassed to admit that, despite attending countless services in Westminster Abbey, I have never properly examined the grave before. So today, surrounded by so many Known Warriors, I feel the need to stop and read the inscription. But it’s too late; the ushers are tapping their watches. Please move inside, ladies and gentlemen; the royal family will be here soon.

Taking my seat, I glance across the aisle at the uniformed figures lined up opposite us; celebrated military figures, the weight of their service measured out in medals and gold braid. So many medals. So much service. I wonder if I deserve to be here, a fossil dug up from the sands of a foreign conflict fought and forgotten long ago. Some of the attendees are too young to remember that first Gulf War in 1991 when I was shot down and captured, let alone the Falklands in 1982.

In the distance to our left, the minor royals are already beginning to file into the abbey, sidestepping the Unknown Warrior almost without a second glance, before turning to make dutiful small talk with the beaming clerics and officers lined up to greet them. Across the aisle, I wave at a familiar Bomber Command veteran in a wheelchair. With his hair as white as parachute silk and long row of medals on his chest, he is an old friend with whom I have shared many cups of tea – and glasses of red wine – over the years as we discussed the Allied bombing campaign in the Second World War. Today, he has asked me to help him leave the abbey at the end of the service when we make our way to Horse Guards for the more convivial rituals of the day. No doubt more tea and red wine will be involved.

Westminster Abbey must have known many sombre silences in its thousand-year history. But today, thankfully, the Great West Door has been flung open, allowing the dazzling sunlight and the excited chatter of the crowds to venture in on the breeze. The BBC is broadcasting live coverage of the whole day, featuring archive footage of past conflicts, as well as interviews with veterans old and young, widows and serving warriors too. As more members of the royal family arrive, ladies in pastel colours bob and curtsey. Princes hand their peaked caps to equerries. Politicians attempt to look as if they do this every day, though the darting eyes of some give them away. Prince William and the Duchess of Cambridge arrive. More smiles; more small talk. The Prince of Wales walks in and steps smartly around the grave of the Unknown Warrior, while Camilla clasps her hands, looking fiercely cheerful beside him.

Now a fanfare of burnished trumpets cuts through the thick air. We all rise and turn our heads, staring – while pretending not to stare – towards the Great West Door. Led by the Dean of Westminster Abbey, the Queen – looking neat and spry in her suit of blue-and-turquoise silk – walks in without the aid of a stick. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch her careful footwork on the abbey’s polished stones as she steers a path around the poppies surrounding the black slab which blocks her processional route.

Once again I find myself strangely drawn by this mysterious grave, somewhat ashamed to realise how little I know of its origins.



Later, when the sounds of the organ voluntary are tumbling out from the decorated pipes above our heads, I collect my wheelchair-bound veteran and push him slowly down the aisle, chatting about the service, the royals, and the next part of the day. We are both keen to move on to the red wine aspect of the celebrations.

As we reach the grave of the Unknown Warrior he raises his hand. ‘Let me just take a moment, John,’ he says, quietly.

Many of his Second World War comrades are still missing, decades after the end of the war. Of the 125,000 Bomber Command aircrew who took to the skies, 55,573 were killed. Around a meagre 50:50 chance of survival. Countless numbers were never seen or heard of again. ‘As long as you need,’ I reply. I have lost quite a few friends myself, but for me, it is the haunting notes of the Last Post that normally bring sad memories to the fore.

While the rest of the congregation sallies out into the sunlight, and my white-haired companion bows his head in silence, I’m now able to closely examine the gilded inscription carved into the jet-black slab of Belgian marble:

BENEATH THIS STONE RESTS THE BODY

OF A BRITISH WARRIOR

UNKNOWN BY NAME OR RANK

BROUGHT FROM FRANCE TO LIE AMONG

THE MOST ILLUSTRIOUS OF THE LAND

AND BURIED HERE ON ARMISTICE DAY

11 NOV: 1920, IN THE PRESENCE OF

HIS MAJESTY KING GEORGE V

HIS MINISTERS OF STATE

THE CHIEFS OF HIS FORCES

AND A VAST CONCOURSE OF THE NATION3

I have read it before, but today is the first time that the words truly resonate. I suppose I’d always just thought it was symbolic, like the Cenotaph. Embarrassingly, the penny only now drops. There really is the body of an unknown soldier under there. I feel I should have known this. How did this man get from the killing fields of the Western Front to central London? Did they bring him straight from a First World War battlefield? Which one? Or did they dig up a body after the Armistice? And what makes him a warrior, rather than a soldier?

‘He could have been an airman or a sailor,’ murmurs the mind reader in the wheelchair. ‘Nobody knows who he was.’

As I think about this, he points out a ship’s bell, embossed with ‘HMS VERDUN’, hanging silently on the pillar beside us. ‘Verdun was the destroyer that brought back his body in a special coffin from France,’ he says, ‘with an escort of six other ships, as if he were royalty.’ I stare at the grave while my 94-year-old friend begins to tell me about the large crowds that filled London that day in 1920; about the special places reserved for the widows whose husbands and all of their sons had been killed in the war. About the honour guard of servicemen wearing the Victoria Cross, our country’s highest award for courage in the face of the enemy, who lined the aisle. Again, why don’t I know any of this story?

He gestures towards the translucent Union Jack which hangs high and limp and almost unnoticed above the throne of Edward the Confessor, in the alcove to the left of the Great West Door. ‘The Padre’s Flag,’ he says, reverently. ‘Still stained with the blood of the fallen, it was draped across the coffin…’ His voice falters and stops. Is he thinking about this Unknown Warrior, or the hundreds he must have known personally during his own war years?

As I grapple with the enormity of what it represents, an idea is forming in my mind.

Sometimes the past can seem so remote; sometimes it seems like yesterday. Here, today, this humble Unknown Warrior is challenging me to connect the two; to join the dots between our lives today and all those innocent young men blown into fragments no more substantial than the poppies we pin to our coats each year.

So many names without bodies. So many bodies without names.

How did an anonymous corpse from the First World War come to be carried up the steps just in front of us, to be buried among the kings? Why did such vast crowds turn out to witness the passing of an unknown body in a box? And how does the Unknown Warrior still exert such a powerful hold upon us today?

The idea of placing myself in his boots is not a comfortable one. But as we walk slowly away from Westminster Abbey, amid the churning traffic and the tourists wandering through Parliament Square, I am determined to find out more and, if possible, retrace the life and journey of the Unknown Warrior.

THE ROYAL ALBERT HALL, LONDON

NOVEMBER 2022

The worldwide Covid pandemic halted my search for answers. As did writing a book about a more modern conflict involving my colleagues on the Tornado force during the 1991 Gulf War, and another about those whose lives have been saved by ejection seats. But I have had some time to research a little more about the First World War. I was staggered to discover the stark reality of the casualty figures: around 10 million military deaths, nearly 7 million civilian; 21 million military personnel wounded.4 One of the heaviest losses of life on a single day, 1 July 1916, occurred during the Battle of the Somme, when (although figures vary) the British Army alone suffered around 57,000 casualties – dead, wounded and missing.5

These losses are on a scale almost too terrible to comprehend. But it was another fact which rocked me.

Commonwealth War Graves Commission files show that 526,816 British and Commonwealth soldiers of that ‘Great’ War have no known resting place. Of those, 338,955 have never been buried at all, while 187,861 do have graves but have not been identified.6 What scale of devastation, what level of brutality, could result in more than half a million men having no known resting place? All those families unable to mourn properly, with no tangible location to focus their grief.



Following the death of the Queen in September 2022, I was honoured to be invited to pay a short tribute during the Royal British Legion’s November Festival of Remembrance. In front of the new King, and a TV audience of millions, I had the privilege of talking about his late mother’s dedication to a life of service for our nation.

Then, on the fortieth anniversary of the conflict, we went on to remember the sacrifice of those who lost their lives during the 1982 Falklands War. I watched as Mary Fowler, dressed in black and standing alongside an image of her father projected onto the floor, explained how, when she was only fourteen, he was killed aboard HMS Coventry during an Argentinian air attack. With thousands in the hall, and countless more watching around the world, she read aloud from the final letter she ever received from him, her voice cracking as she struggled to contain her emotions:


Dear Mary,

By the time you get this letter, your birthday will have come and gone. I’m sorry I can’t be with you, but I shall be thinking of you.

I suppose your mum is a little upset so I would like you to look after her.

I’m afraid I do not know when I shall be home again. But let’s hope it’s not too far away.

Well love, that is about all for now, so till next time, God bless and take care of yourself.

Love, Dad xxx7



They were his last words home. I didn’t bother trying to contain my own emotions; tears were streaming down my face.

Mary told me afterwards that her pain was made infinitely worse by the fact that when he and many of his friends went down with the ship, their bodies were never recovered. She had no grave to visit, no place to contemplate a life without him, nowhere to grieve. As a young serviceman, I had watched that war unfold on TV, seen ships sinking into the freezing waters. I had even been deployed on a Task Force vessel later that year. I now realised that though I knew about the death toll, I hadn’t really thought about its wider resonances.

The similarities between Mary’s experience of loss in 1982 and that of the relatives of the Great War’s Unknown Warriors in 1918 thrust my earlier promise to investigate the story more sharply into focus.

Sometimes the past can seem so remote; sometimes it seems like yesterday…






CHAPTER ONE DEATH AT HIGH WOOD


HIGH WOOD, THE SOMME

SPRING 2023

I don’t really believe in ghosts.

Even so, as I trudge across the former First World War battlefields of the Somme in northern France, north-east of Amiens – across these grim, cheerless acres whose vague hills barely even seem worth heading for, let alone dying for – I spot something that stops me in my tracks. It is just a tuft of sheep’s wool, snagged on a barbed-wire fence. Nothing more. But I suddenly feel the kind of prickling uneasiness that makes me want to turn around.

Nothing. No one here. Not alive anyway.

I step into the serene beauty of the ‘London Cemetery and Extension’ across the road from a thick wood. This burial ground was first established in September 1916 when a military padre and his men buried forty-seven bodies in a shell hole in the days after the ‘battle of High Wood’. The fighting here that month was a mere glimpse into the Battle of the Somme that year, and just a minuscule representation of the battles of the four-and-a-quarter-year war. After the autumn fighting, it grew to become the third largest cemetery on the Somme, with 3,873 First World War burials, of which 3,114 are the remains of unidentified soldiers. Its soil is rich with the blood of the missing. And it is only one of thousands peppering the landscape of France and Belgium. These lines of perfect white headstones, with their gracefully cambered tops, and their neatly pruned flowers and shrubs adorning each grave, evoke a quiet sense of order and symmetry which must be the exact, diametric opposite of the deafening chaos in which the deaths of those that they memorialise took place.

Exactly where I stand.

As I walk along the rows of graves marking those who died on just one day – 15 September 1916 – I can feel the sun beating down on the back of my neck. My shirt is sticking to me with sweat. But all around me, there is a surprising coolness about this scene. The dazzling white stones gently shade the graves at their feet, and the greenness of the leafy plantings confirms how well cared for they are.

Listening to the slight breeze flattening the grass, I struggle to imagine what it was like to stand on this spot in 1916. I realise that I need to know exactly what those men saw and heard, and tasted and felt when the earth and sky were erupting in a maelstrom of shot and shell. If I’m honest, part of me would rather not think about it at all.

It all happened so long ago, but I am determined to make this journey into the past.

HIGH WOOD, THE SOMME

15 SEPTEMBER 1916

Breathing hard, Anthony French pressed his face into the soft, damp soil as fragments of earth and metal spattered his back and helmet. His ears were drumming so violently that he could not tell if the barrage was lifting. Thunder rolled in his brain.

‘UP!’ the Corporal roared again.

Clenching his teeth, French managed to stumble another few yards into the flashing haze. ‘Dark fountains of earth reared and fell before us. Smoke wreathed among us. Fumes of phosphorus and cordite fouled the violent air. Unsummoned tears distorted my vision and would not be brushed away.’1 And all the time the body of his best friend was lying there, abandoned, somewhere in the mud behind him. Who would bring Bert back now?

As he staggered over the cratered earth, French stole a glance left and right. Where were the tanks? The dense line of khaki was now reduced to a few blurry dots. And still, from the rising ground on their half-left, in the direction of High Wood, came the staccato chatter of the machine guns. Where are the bloody tanks? ‘Desolation of spirit gave way to a rising, fuming, blazing anger fed by primitive, overwhelming emotions, an unspeakable hatred of all mankind.’ Time after time, the men flung themselves down at their Corporal’s command, dragged themselves up to advance a few more strides and then dropped again in the tangle of blasted wire.

And then, just like that, they were clambering into the ruin of what – only minutes before – had been the enemy’s frontline trench. Amid the adrenaline-fuelled blur of red and grey, French was dimly aware of flayed and mutilated bodies, twisted into impossible positions like rag dolls. Some had their guts and brains hanging out. He saw amputated limbs and a severed head still encased in its grey steel helmet.

Doing their best to avoid the gore, the men took sanctuary amid the warm, wet horror. Eventually, a signal sounded, ordering them to drop back. Someone joked that perhaps it was the cookhouse call. And now French and his comrades were floundering across the torn landscape once more. Turning, firing, swearing, falling. Turning, reloading, firing, scrambling. Turning, panting, swearing, dying. In the distance, French could see the blasted hulk of a tank, ‘incongruous and forlorn’, poking out from a shell hole like a fag-butt from an ashtray. Blue sky and gaping earth. That was when the German artillery shell exploded. ‘I ran right into it. My world was steeped in a brilliant blood-red monochrome, and in that all-enveloping flash I hung, body and soul, my mind still free and functioning and most urgently desiring to receive an order, a signal.’

It felt as if the earth had risen up and struck him square between the shoulders, knocking him unconscious.

THE SOMME

JULY 1916

If you wanted to choose a single moment in the First World War when the killing was at its cruellest, you would be hard-pressed to beat 7:30AM on 1 July 1916, the start of the Battle of the Somme, when thousands of young men leapt gamely from their trenches, only to discover that woolen uniforms offer precious little protection against machine-gun bullets. Although numbers vary for obvious reasons, it is said that by the end of that first day, 21,392 British soldiers had been killed or were missing; 35,493 were wounded and 585 had been taken prisoner.2 One man was killed every 4.4 seconds.3

But if that was the worst time, what about the worst place?

One hotly contested vantage point at which, month after month, the carnage had unfolded is the leafy wood I visit on a hot spring day over 100 years later. The most violent things happening today are the wind whipping round my ankles and a distant passenger jet slashing a white contrail across the sky. It was very different back then. ‘We never saw anything quite like High Wood,’ wrote one soldier. ‘It was a wood only in name – ragged stumps sticking out of churned-up earth, poisoned with fumes of high explosives, the whole a mass of corruption.’4

Standing on a ridge only 100 feet above the surrounding plains, halfway between Calais and Paris, this unremarkable clump of trees is not exactly high. But it was high enough to give the Germans a commanding view and a murderous arc of fire. The Allies had tried pretty much everything to capture High Wood. On 14 July 1916, a cavalry charge sent a combined British–Indian force, armed with lances, into the jaws of a fortified German position heavily armed with machine guns. As one officer described the scene: ‘It was an absolute rout. A magnificent sight. Tragic.’5

The staff at headquarters then tried other ways of blasting the enemy out of High Wood. They dug tunnels and planted explosives beneath them. They set up the ‘Livens Large Gallery Flame Projector’. Weighing 2.4 tonnes, with a crew of seven, it could incinerate the enemy from 90 metres. On one occasion, they ordered ten machine-gun teams to direct continuous rapid fire into the wood for twelve hours solid. They managed to trigger a million rounds between them, although it took frequent barrel changes and four 2-gallon cans of water, many of the soldiers’ water bottles and every urine tin in the vicinity being emptied into the gun-jackets to keep them cool enough not to jam.6

Despite all these efforts, High Wood remained in German hands. Now, for the next big assault, on the entire line between the villages of Flers and Courcelette, just to the north of High Wood, General Haig resolved to play what he hoped would be the Allies’ trump card. Haig was the commander of the British Army in France, and for the first time in history, on 15 September 1916, he was going to send the ‘Landship’ or, as it would soon become known, the ‘tank’, into battle. This brand-new (and hitherto untested) weapon was, Haig felt sure, just the thing to break the stalemate on the Somme. The idea was that instead of employing an artillery barrage to creep slowly over the terrain in front of the advancing infantry, four tanks would be sent straight through the wood, mashing and blasting everything in their path, with the infantry following in their wake. The man responsible for the tank’s development, Ernest Swinton, was adamant that the primitive British machines were not yet ready to be tested in battle. One senior officer on the spot had risked his life to crawl as close as possible to the territory over which the tanks would have to advance. He had seen the shattered tree stumps, poking up like pillar boxes. He had seen the cavernous shell craters, each deep enough to swallow a grocery van. Success was far from certain.
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BATTLE OF THE SOMME FRONT LINES, JULY–NOVEMBER 1916



ALBERT, THE SOMME

2023

My journey in the footsteps of the First World War warriors takes me to Albert – 80 miles north of Paris – a landmark for all the young soldiers who came through here en route to the front lines at High Wood and elsewhere. I stop for a bite to eat at a restaurant opposite the great church where many might have prayed before moving up to the trenches.

Despite being a modern town, with pedestrians bustling about their busy lives and parking spaces devilishly hard to find, the memory of the conflict is still very much alive. Largely brick-built, like so many of the villages in northern France, its shell-blasted buildings may have been replaced and the basilica immaculately repaired, but Albert’s street pattern and road layout will have changed very little from the town visited by all the soldiers whose stories I have been following. Many of them may have sat and swigged from their canteens in this very spot, gazing up at the gilded Madonna glinting in the sunlight at the top of the church’s spire. I eat my ficelle picarde (as far as I can tell, a ham and mushroom pancake cunningly labelled as a spécialité régionale), while a pair of ancient field guns threatens a ghostly bombardment from just beneath the church steps. Stylised images of poppies are everywhere. There is even a bar called the Lest We Forget.

I take a moment to step inside the cool shade of the church. Just inside the door, a sign announces that the beautiful stone statue of the Virgin Mary cradling the dead body of Christ, his head leaning on her arm, was damaged by the fighting in June 1915. I wonder how many uniformed men must have stood here back then and thought about their mums, longing to see them again.

On one street corner stands the shiny statue of a Tommy, rifle at the ready, defending the entrance to the town’s First World War museum. Someone has painted him dark green, as if he just fell out of a box of toy soldiers. One of his Australian comrades, immortalised in bronze, clutches an entrenching tool in front of the restored church. And a cheery-looking poilu (literally ‘hairy’, the nickname given to the unshaven French soldiers) stands guard over the rebuilt railway station. But these are nameless individuals, extracted from the hordes who passed through this place in 1916. Their frozen outlines give no sense of the flesh-and-blood characters, laughing and joking, who arrived here a century or more ago, and who must have gawped in awe at the buzzing hive of activity that the town had become, a month after the start of the battle raging on its doorstep.

ALBERT

SEPTEMBER 1916

Even by mid-September 1916, the quaint market town – a centre for pilgrims since the Middle Ages – had been shattered and was now a jumble of cratered streets and ruined houses. Beyond the rubble lay a vast British supply depot, transport hub and base camp. As far as the eye could see there were miles of tents, bivouacs, limbers and horse lines. Huge dumps of supplies and ammunition covered the ground, and between them, wherever there was space, stood the ferocious, roaring hulks of the big guns, devouring the great piles of shells stacked around them. It is incredible to think that this vast armed camp could exist just a mile or two behind the trenches, well within the range of the German heavy artillery. Only a few patrolling aircraft and the observation balloons tugging at their windlasses offered any protection from enemy spotters.

Here were canteens, bath-houses, water points and pontoons. Over there was the grim dysentery compound with men bent and straining over biscuit tins. Close to the road stood the casualty clearing station, where long lines of scarecrows wrapped in scarlet bandages were queuing to discover if they were fit to return to battle and be blasted some more. And that was the trouble with Albert. The war was laid bare. The soldiers amassing here, waiting to head for the trenches of the Somme, could not help but notice the faces of the ones staggering back from them. Dirty, unshaven, their tattered uniforms white with chalk and grey with mud, their faces grey with exhaustion.7 The men watching them out of the corner of their eyes knew that Albert was their last stop before being sent to some of the deadliest hotspots ‘up the line’ – that jagged snake of trenches, bodies, barbed wire and shell holes that marked the raw, chafed border, every yard of it disputed, between Tommy and Fritz; King and Kaiser; us and them.

One man staring deep into the heart of the killing and chaos of September 1916 was the Reverend David Railton, an Oxford-educated army chaplain or ‘padre’, whose job was to carry a Bible rather than a rifle and to offer spiritual support to the men as best he could. Like many of the men in Albert, Railton had already spent months in the trenches. Like them, he had witnessed death and destruction on a scale which no man – including the twinklingly erudite vicar of Folkestone, whose parents had both been leading lights in the Salvation Army – should ever have to see.

Albert’s great basilica, though blasted by shellfire, dominated the town, with its statue of the Virgin Mary still clinging precariously to the top of its tower. Hit by a shell, the Madonna had toppled forwards until she was horizontal, so that she now jutted out like an eerie gargoyle. Everyone and everything had to march past this disturbing landmark on their way to face the hell of the trenches.

Everyone meant cheery Londoners like Bert Bradley, a young soldier in the Civil Service Rifles – a volunteer battalion of Whitehall clerks and men from City offices – whose tenor voice was the pride of the platoon and made all those who heard it want to join him in song. Bert’s girlfriend had recently sent him half a pound of milk chocolate and a tin of preserved cherries. He was now making himself popular by sharing the chocolate with some of the other chaps. One square may have gone to young Alec Reader from Wandsworth, a promising cross-country runner who had lied about his age and given up his job in the post office to enlist at the age of seventeen. Soldiers had to be eighteen, and although many under that age continued to serve at the front, Alec’s secret was now out and the army had agreed to release him from active service. The release papers were due any day. In the meantime, he tried to ignore the crashing of the guns as he wrote another letter to his mum with a stub of pencil, balancing on the copy of Treasure Island he’d borrowed from his school library. He had already written to her more than seventy times during his service in France.8

Everyone also meant men like Harry Farlam, a grocer’s assistant from Derbyshire, writing a letter to his wife, Annie.9 And it meant Sidney Wheater from Scarborough, who was known for his speed and played hockey for Yorkshire.10 Though Wheater was the youngest of five brothers, he was the only son of his father’s second wife. His birth must have seemed a kind of miracle to her, as she was already forty – somewhat elderly to give birth in those days – when he arrived. At the opposite end of the social scale stood – a little apart from the other men, in every sense – the dashing Raymond Asquith, the eldest son of the Prime Minister. Unfeasibly handsome, brilliant and well connected, Asquith was an immaculate symbol of Britain’s gilded youth. He had it all, give or take a little bit of friendliness, humility and human warmth, which even his best friends acknowledged.11

Day after day, in their various battalions, the men began to move out. The grocer’s assistant and the Prime Minister’s son were heading for the villages Guillemont and Ginchy, on the far side of High Wood. The padre, Bert the tenor and young Alec Reader, still clutching his copy of Treasure Island, together with Sidney Wheater, would be marching in the direction of High Wood itself.

It was not an enticing prospect.

HIGH WOOD

SEPTEMBER 1916

Some of the men heading into battle were ordered to bivouac near Mametz Wood a few miles east of Albert. Bert chose this moment to share his tin of preserved cherries with his close friend Anthony French; French was not impressed by their surroundings. ‘The place stank of death and residue of poison gas. The trenches had been cut, blasted and cut again by British and German troops in turn. To reach our concave wire-netting bunks in the lice-infested dugouts we had to pass through trenches reported as cut through corpses. As if to confirm this horrifying tidbit, from the side of one there hung a hand and forearm.’ From this high point, surrounded by abandoned positions and tangled heaps of barbed wire, the men had a good view of the surrounding country. Behind them, at regular intervals, came the flash and bellow of a mighty gun. French decided that the rushing sound of its shells was ‘like a ghost-train cleaving the sky’. Alongside them, the wood’s limited surviving greenery seemed reassuringly familiar. Where they would shortly be going, however, was another world.

High Wood was a scene of apocalyptic desolation. Nearly every feature of the landscape had been wiped away by the bombardments of the previous days, weeks and months. North-east across the plain and away on both flanks as far as the eye could see, the horizon was fringed with the flashing of the guns. This, as they tried not to remind themselves, was where they were heading. Most of these men were already shattered. Either physically, like Sidney Wheater, the Scarborough hockey player, who had been wounded in the arm at the Battle of Loos a year earlier, or mentally, by the incessant shelling, like Irishman Tom Kettle, barely healthy enough to be in the army, let alone an officer in the front line.

Kettle was a brilliant academic, orator, barrister, poet and Member of Parliament, known as one of the finest minds of his generation. A reformed alcoholic, he had signed up to fight despite his chronic ill health. Kettle’s charm made him immensely popular with the men. A tall, slim fellow, with a wide humorous mouth, sparkling dark eyes, and a brogue that would charm a bird off a tree, he was one of those people who just seemed to be able to get on with everybody. And now, fighting with the Royal Dublin Fusiliers, he still smarted from his early experiences of life in the trenches where – as he put it in a letter to a friend – ‘the bombardment, the destruction and bloodshed are beyond all imagination’.12 He had made a monumental effort to cure his alcohol addiction in order to be able to join up, but the pressure was beginning to tell. ‘My ears are becoming a little more accustomed to the diabolism of sound, but it remains terrible beyond belief,’ he wrote to his wife, Mary. ‘The strain is terrible. It continues from hour to hour and minute to minute. It is indeed an ordeal to which human nature itself is hardly equal.’ He also had a 3-year-old daughter and was desperate to see them both again. ‘The heat is bad and the insects and the rats, but the moral strain is positively terrible. It is not that I am not happy in a way – a poor way – but my heart does long for a chance to come home.’

People dealt with the strain of trench life in different ways. Friendships such as the intimate bond between Bert Bradley and Anthony French helped, as did the joking and joshing – the gallows humour – that became a part of daily life. There were letters from home, too, sometimes with small luxuries tucked inside. Bert Bradley had also received a pipe from his girlfriend, complete with some dark shag tobacco, to go with the cherries and chocolate.

Charles Royston Jones, who had worked in the shipping department of the Board of Trade, wrote to his parents on Sunday, 10 September, assuring them that he was ‘quite in the pink’ and that he had received their parcel. He ended: ‘PS. I want some safety razor blades as soon as poss, as I have run out of them also.’13

Excited to have been promoted to the rank of Lance Corporal, Harry Farlam, the grocer’s assistant, wrote to his ‘dear wife’, Annie, in Derbyshire on YMCA writing paper emblazoned with red triangles and the words ‘ON ACTIVE SERVICE’ at the top. ‘I must say that we are having a pretty rough time at present,’ he admitted, ‘but I keep coming through all right. I will now conclude with fondest love and kisses, from your affectionate husband Harry.’ After his name, Farlam proudly wrote and underlined the word ‘Corporal’, before adding: ‘PS. Don’t forget to send me the notebook, as it is a necessity.’

The battlefield padres helped with morale, too. Railton had brought a gramophone out to the trenches with him and would play records to ease the tension. ‘All goes well,’ he wrote to his wife. ‘I have had the gramophone rushed up at every halt today.’14

Another padre, Rupert Edward Inglis, who had played rugby for England, distributed large quantities of cigarettes and chocolate. Both chaplains spent as much time as they could chatting to the men.15 ‘Railton would natter to us on all subjects, take a hand at cards and finally prayers,’ commented one soldier. ‘His easy manner made him immensely popular with us all.’16 Sometimes even just talking could have a positively medicinal effect, as Rupert Inglis found in his work assisting the surgeon carrying out rushed operations at the field hospital near Ginchy. The padre wrote to his daughter:


The men have generally had morphia given to them. But they do not often give an anaesthetic in a Field Ambulance, so it is very often very painful for the poor chaps having their wounds dressed and attended to. A man often suffers a lot anticipating he is going to be hurt, and by talking to him and interesting him – about all sorts of things, cricket, football, boxing – you can often take his mind off it. The other day we had a Welshman who had some very painful wounds. As a rule Welshmen do not stand pain very well, but this man was very keen on football, so he and I carried on a violent discussion about football and the man got through it splendidly. Then the surgeon found he had something more to do to the Welshman, so he came over and said, ‘Come along – my local anaesthetic – I want you to talk some more football.’



Even the men who were not wounded were very often foot-sore from the endless miles of marching which had brought them, via various circuitous routes, to Albert – a strategy intended to confuse any German spies who might be sending secret messages about where the British were heading. But mostly it just confused the soldiers. Worse, it had a sapping effect on morale. Young Alec Reader had already spent time in a military hospital with septic feet. And Tom Kettle’s batman (the young soldier assigned to look after an officer) Robert Bingham – at eighteen, just a few months older than Alec Reader – was suffering, too.

For David Railton, the worn-out soldiers in his battalion reminded him of horses who would rather be thrashed than go one step further. The padre had to watch aghast as some of them, reaching a bend in the road, simply marched straight on and tumbled, fast asleep, into a ditch. Orders were that no one was to fall out unless unconscious, or else he would be treated as a deserter. In spite of this, fifteen men stopped marching out of Railton’s battalion alone. Ten were unconscious, and the rest had feet so broken and bleeding that no more movement was possible. For Railton, marching beside them, it must have been tough to watch. ‘One brave laddie actually held out until the end,’ he told his wife in a letter, ‘and then collapsed and was found to have no skin on his feet at all. They were just raw.’17

In Anthony French and Bert Bradley’s company, it was a point of honour never to stop marching and break ranks, except to drop, incapacitated, in one’s tracks. ‘In sweltering heat, some died where they fell,’ declared French, bluntly. On the other hand, the rhythmic intensity of the long marches was the one thing that could help soldiers to sleep. The men would still be moving mechanically when they entered their billet. And if the way had been hard and long, French and Bert would drop, fully equipped, onto the floor of the empty room, and instantly fall asleep.

Sleep was certainly a challenge in the trenches. Nights might be quiet at times, but the peace could still be shattered by the roar of various shells. Wondering if they might still be alive in five minutes’ time, let alone by the morning, the men, when not on duty, would either sleep standing up, or lie on sandbags and ammunition boxes – anything that would help them to remain a few inches above the ankle-deep mud that turned many trenches into sewers. Lice were an itchy, scratchy fact of life. Rats freaked the men out, too. ‘You lie in your dug-out,’ wrote Tom Kettle, ‘famished, not for food (that goes without saying), but for sleep, and hear them scurrying up and down their shafts, nibbling at what they find, dragging scraps of old newspapers along, with intolerable cracklings, to bed themselves. They scurry across your blankets and your very face.’18 ‘Had rat hunt all night,’ one officer recorded in his diary. ‘Couldn’t sleep for the damned things.’19 Another was just dozing off in his hammock when he felt a sharp pain in the knuckle of his middle finger, right hand. The rat, he grimly deduced, had mistaken him for a dead man.20 More than anything, however, it was the constant shelling that kept men awake. Even if you weren’t being woken for sentry duty every four hours, or being volunteered for one of the dreaded night raids on the enemy, the sporadic yet continual gunfire meant that there was always the chance – at any time of day or night – that the next projectile to arrive overhead could have your name on it.



In the fortnight before the great assault on the heavily defended enemy lines around High Wood, several smaller attacks were planned. The Germans were holding other woods and neighbouring villages which had been earmarked for capture before the main attack could take place on 15 September. In particular, the two villages of Guillemont and Ginchy, a couple of miles south-east of High Wood, were perched on a hilltop overlooking the extreme right of the British lines. Like High Wood, this wasn’t much of a hill. But it was still high enough to command panoramas of the eastern end of the British section of the battlefield, from where the enemy machine guns and artillery could use the heights to block any further British advance.

On 3 September 1916, Tom Kettle and his Royal Dublin Fusiliers dug in as best they could in a network of abandoned trenches near Guillemont, awaiting their orders. The men from Ireland could have had no idea that so many of them were about to die in the forthcoming engagement that a national committee would, years later, erect a granite cross weighing 4 tons to their memory at Guillemont.

The same for the Londoners at High Wood.

The South Africans at Delville Wood.

The Australians at Pozières.

The Newfoundlanders at Beaumont-Hamel.

Every village and copse around High Wood would one day have a future as a regimental mortuary for one nation or another as they strove to lend a sense of permanence to the memory of brief lives so quickly snuffed out. So many unknown soldiers, forgotten as they fell. Known unto God, yes. But known, too, to all those mothers and fathers and children and schoolfriends and lovers and wives who were sitting at home, waiting for news.

In the descriptions of how this regiment did this, and that division did that, it is easy to forget who these people were. Few of them were battle-hardened professional soldiers, welded to their rifles from birth. The so-called New Army of 1916 was made up of cheerful, hard-working citizens from all walks of life, who had been quietly sorting letters in the post office or representing their school at cross-country when General Kitchener pointed his finger from the poster on the wall and the call to arms came through. These were the men who were doing their best to be brave as they waited outside Guillemont, Ginchy or High Wood with shells exploding all around them. Minutes became hours. Hours became days. Days felt like weeks. The men were asked to do nothing except patrol, dig and endure the constant shelling which caused most of the deaths during the war.21

Knowing that something big was close at hand, Tom Kettle threw himself into that special fervour of activity which comes upon the man who knows that he is running out of time. On the morning of Sunday, 3 September, he wrote a ‘last letter’ to his wife, Mary, together with a heap of instructions about how his works were best to be published and appointing her as his literary executor:


My Dearest Wife

The long expected is now close at hand. I was at Mass & Communion this morning at 6.00, the camp is broken up, and the column is about to move. It is no longer indiscreet to say we are to take part in one of the biggest attacks of the war. Many will not come back.

Should that be God’s design for me you will not receive this letter until afterwards. I want to thank you for the love and kindness you spent and all but wasted on me. There was never in all the world a dearer woman, or a more perfect wife and adorable mother. My heart cries for you and Betty who I may never see again. I think even that it is perhaps better that I should not see you again.

God bless and help you! If the last sacrifice is ordained think that in the end I wiped out all the old stains. Tell Betty her daddy was a soldier and died as one. My love, now at last clean, will find a way to you.

Ever your husband Tom



Tom checked the letter he hoped would never be delivered, put down his pen and steeled himself for the attack to come. Later that day, the assault on Guillemont, 3 miles to the south-east of High Wood, began with a massive artillery bombardment.

The Irish pipers were busy from early morning. They played ‘Brian Boru’s March’, ‘The White Cockade’, ‘The Wearin’ o’ the Green’ and ‘A Nation Once Again’, not that it was easy to hear them above the thunder of the guns. For the soldiers peeking up out of their trenches to watch the shells explode, it was an extraordinary sight. The only way you could tell where Guillemont once stood was from watching the colour of the earth thrown up by the fearsome bombardment. A fountain of dark earth meant open countryside. A spume of red brick dust showed where the pretty Picardy village used to be. How, some of the Irishmen wondered, were they supposed to capture a village that had ceased to exist?

The main infantry attack began and, by the following morning, the wasteland-formerly-known-as-Guillemont had been secured. Casualties were severe. The brigade lost 1,147 officers and men out of a total of 2,400. Yet Lieutenant Tom Kettle had lived to fight another day and, on Monday, 4 September, was still desperately trying to tie up loose ends. Frontline action tends to have this effect on people. Somehow Kettle found the strength and peace of mind to write and rewrite a poem for his daughter, Betty, in case the three-year-old never saw her father again. It wasn’t much, but it was from the heart. Another letter he hoped would never be read, but at least something for the little girl to know that her daddy had been thinking of her if he didn’t make it through the day. ‘In wiser days, my darling rosebud… You’ll ask why I abandoned you… To dice with death,’ he wrote, before urging his beloved daughter to understand that if he had indeed joined ‘the foolish dead’, he had died not for King or country. But for her.

Unfortunately, every Allied success on the Somme tended to be followed by a vicious German counter-attack. On the morning of Thursday, 7 September 1916, Kettle’s battalion, without leaving their trenches, lost another 200 men and seven officers to shellfire just outside Guillemont. Kettle was swiftly promoted to be commander of B Company. A few hours later, he led them in yet another attack. The stench of the bodies that covered the road was so awful that one of his friends described brushing foot powder on their faces in an attempt to mask it.22

Once again, Kettle managed to survive the fighting. Perhaps the tide was turning?



Ghastly by day, ghostly by night, High Wood had become known as ‘the rottenest place on the Somme’.23 A pestilential killing field, littered with the unburied bodies of so many men and horses that the place had its own noxious smell, High Wood’s very name could strike fear into the heart of the toughest soldier. Too many of them had lost comrades there. All of them knew the wood’s fearsome reputation as they approached it via Albert on 13 and 14 September. And here, before they reached High Wood itself, ‘on the threshold of stark tragedy’, as Anthony French put it, ‘all light-heartedness fled’.

Even for men who had by now spent several months in various trenches and who had even begun to get used to the din of bombardments, the thirst, the rats, the lice, the mud and the lack of sleep, their first experience of the landscape between Pozières and Ginchy, on either side of High Wood, was unforgettable. For French and his friend Bert, the smell was as bad as the sights. ‘The stench of dead mule almost overwhelmed us. The bloated bodies of these wretched beasts sprawled in grotesque postures and hampered our progress through the cutting. One animal still showed movement and was shot by its driver.’ Grim work went on all around them. ‘Pairs of stretcher bearers with expressionless faces picked their way through the rubble, their burdens hidden under greatcoat or blanket. A shell screamed above us and burst dully over the hill. Still in step we plodded on.’

Two months previously, when High Wood had been the scene of a cavalry charge, 130 horses and their riders had been cut to pieces by German machine guns. The carcasses of these horses were still lying where they had fallen, along with at least 100 of the men who had ridden them, quietly rotting in the shade of what was left of the trees. ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the Shadow of Death,’ muttered Bert, ‘I will fear no evil.’ Yet more unburied bodies lay further down the hill in various stages of putrefaction. One young driver, leading a horse team, did what he could to miss them. ‘Strewn up the hill, in rows like corn that had been mown, lay hundreds of our chaps that looked as though they had run into a machine-gun nest. It was a warm muggy day and the poor chaps’ faces and exposed flesh were smothered in flies. The smell was awful. They lay so thick we simply could not avoid running over some of them. The horses stepped over them, of course. But we could not help the wheels going over a few.’24

And the buzzing of the flies was only the half of it. Worse was when the eggs that had been laid inside the corpses hatched out into armies of maggots, crawling from ears and eye sockets and open wounds. Even the living were not immune. The Medical Office at a local Field Ambulance unit tasked with patching up the wounded was appalled to see one unconscious soldier arriving with part of his brain protruding from a hole in his skull, seething with maggots. Another was lying with a loop of gut sticking out from his uniform, the result of a bayonet wound, which had been lightly dressed with gauze, beneath which there was another wriggling mass.25



Today, as I gaze out over the smooth expanse of grass that carpets the slope leading to High Wood, I cannot help but imagine the bloody rubbish heap that it must have been 100 years ago, after two months of fighting. The discarded rifles with bayonets rusted to the muzzle; the shovels, water bottles and steel helmets; the maps trodden into the mud; the bones and limbs sticking out of the earth; the cotton bandoliers of small-arms ammunition; boxes of bombs, of Very lights, odd rounds of Stokes shells, flares, entrenching-tool handles, stretchers, petrol tins for water, odd pieces of clothing, empty tins of bully beef, groundsheets. ‘It was one vast dump of discarded war material,’ a disgusted soldier observed, surveying a similar scene near Ypres, adding his commanding officer’s rule of thumb: ‘You can tell a shell hole by its contents; two Mills bombs and a lump of faeces.’26

On the evening of 14 September 1916, as dusk descended, Padre David Railton wrapped up the treasured Union Jack he used in his services, his wooden cross, and his two squat candlesticks, then tramped his way up the crowded communication trench to the front line. There, wherever he could find space and men eager to receive him, he spread his flag over a stack of ammunition boxes, ready to minister to his military flock. Smiling at the dirty, weary faces gathered around him, he lit the candles and, in their dim, flickering glow, did his best to bring the spirit of the Last Supper into the stinking trench.27

Other padres, including the ex-England rugby player Rupert Edward Inglis, were doing much the same thing, using the same familiar words in trenches and dugouts all along the front. ‘The blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, which was shed for you,’ Railton intoned loudly enough to be heard over the drumming of the guns, ‘preserve your body and soul unto everlasting life.’ As he did so, each man answered ‘Amen’, some of them surprised to hear in their own voices that special firmness and fervour that come to the man who knows he may be about to die. Between communion services, feeling something similar, Railton found a moment to scribble a note to his beloved wife. ‘We have got there,’ he told her. ‘Our men are waiting their turn. A good few are inwardly anxious but they put a cheery face on it all. Many guns are just behind me. The vibration is so great that spoons jump in the sugar case or teacups. God help us all.’28

Just a few days earlier, Irishman Tom Kettle had been scribbling another letter in his dugout south-east of High Wood, when he received the orders he had been dreading. Once again, he was to be in full readiness at midnight. The Dublin Fusiliers were to attack Ginchy, another pile of brick dust similar to their previous battleground at Guillemont, except perhaps a few yards closer to Germany. Kettle’s 18-year-old batman, Private Robert Bingham, was with him at the time. While the great orator and academic wrote one last letter to his brother Larry, young Bingham sat on an ammunition box, adjusting his boots and puttees. His feet were still sore from the endless marching of the preceding weeks.

Ironically, it was Larry who had written to the authorities in April 1916, begging them to allow his brother to go to war, despite the poor health that was the legacy of his alcoholism. ‘Tom’s one chance of putting himself right and starting a new page is to remain in the army and go out to the front with his men,’ he concluded.29 Five months later, Kettle’s letter to his brother was a full-hearted valediction. He must have known that these might well be the last words he would ever write:


If I live, I mean to spend the rest of my life working for perpetual peace. I have seen war and faced modern artillery, and know what an outrage it is against simple men. We are moving up tonight into the battle of the Somme. The bombardment, destruction and bloodshed are beyond all imagination, nor did I ever think the valour of simple men could be quite as beautiful as that of my Dublin Fusiliers. I have had two chances of leaving them – one on sick leave, and one to take a staff job. I have chosen to stay with my comrades.



Looking up, Kettle watched Bingham closely. The boy had now removed his boots.

‘Let me see those feet again, Bingham.’

‘They’s all right, sir. Just a bit red, really.’

Kettle looked into the boy’s eyes.

‘We need to get you to a doctor, Bingham.’

‘I can go in the morning, sir. I’ll be going on leave soon.’

‘No, Bingham.’ Kettle scribbled a chit and handed it to the young man. Then he gave him his watch for safekeeping. ‘I want you to go now. Right now. You understand? Go to the hospital at Battalion HQ, and tell them I sent you.’

They stared at each other for a moment.

‘Yes, sir. I think I do. Thank you, sir.’30

Alone now, in the closest thing to silence that an artillery bombardment will allow, Tom Kettle gazed down at the page he had written. Then he picked up his pencil and added a few more words. ‘I am calm and happy but desperately anxious to live. Somewhere the Choosers of the Slain are touching with invisible wands those who are to die.’31



The artillery bombardment that preceded High Wood, along a line stretching between the villages of Courcelette and Flers on either side, was the most concentrated yet attempted on the Somme. Launching the offensive two months previously, the guns had fired around 200,000 shells a day. Now, in the days leading up to the 15 September attack, they blasted out almost 300,000 shells per day, and at a considerably narrower target.32 With such a bombardment underway, there was no need to whisper. Waiting in the deep blue-grey light which heralded the dawn that Friday, some men were laughing and joking in strangely high-pitched voices; others were white and tight-lipped, with flashing eyes and jerky movements. All were keyed up for this great moment of their short, young lives.

Alec Reader, Bert Bradley, Anthony French and the other soldiers of the Civil Service Rifles were glad, for the first time ever, that their trenches were so crowded. It had been a windy night and, shivering in their damp uniforms, it was a comfort to be able to huddle close together and try to warm up. They hopped from foot to foot in an attempt to get the feeling back into their toes. Their packs had already been named, numbered and stored in a shell hole. Some doubted that they would ever see them again, but Alec Reader had stuffed his library copy of Treasure Island into his, all the same. The men had each been issued with 120 rounds of ammunition, two grenades, an extra ration and either a pick or a shovel. As a ‘bomber’, entrusted with flinging grenades, Alec Reader was also weighed down with a large bag, a bit like a horse’s nosebag, containing several Mills bombs. One or two men had changed into their clean spare shirts. Canteens were filled with foul-smelling water swilled out from petrol cans. Rifles were cleaned for the third time.

Anthony French wasn’t cold, but he was still shivering as a water bottle of rum was passed hand to hand, the sky ahead turning grey. ‘I woke Bert but he shook his head. When I took a swig and passed it on, he smiled. He knew I couldn’t stand even the smell of it. We laughed quietly, I stopped shivering and didn’t care about anything or anybody.’ The officer looked carefully at his watch. French felt for his emergency rations. Bert checked his chinstrap for the third time. In another sector, Alec Reader shut his eyes and stopped hoping for a miracle. Too late for those release papers to save him now. Then, in a low voice, an officer said: ‘Keep your eyes on me; and remember, over the top together. Keep in line with even spaces. Leave no gaps. Keep walking and listen for orders. Remember, over together. And good luck.’

‘And to you, sir,’ Bert said.

No movement.

No sound.

Only a deathly stillness.33



Early in the Battle of the Somme, the Allies had developed a strategy known as a ‘creeping barrage’: firing a wall of exploding shells which moved forward slowly over enemy positions while the infantry followed close behind. The idea being that any Germans not wiped out by the preceding three-day bombardment would now be forced to stay under cover during this latest onslaught, as the British soldiers advanced upon them.

At 6:20AM precisely, the creeping barrage was launched along almost the entire battle front, with just one significant gap in it. Anthony French was awed by ‘a whining and a whistling and a vast tearing of the air and a tremendous roar as, from hundreds of thousands of hidden barrels, the first shells crashed and burst’. To their left and right, the air was full of the express-train whoosh of the shells’ approach, the long, shattering thunder of their detonations and the whine or whistle of their metal shards while the fumes of high explosive were carried on the morning breeze. None of these shells, however, was being aimed straight ahead of them into High Wood itself which was deemed to be simply too close to the British forward trenches to risk a heavy bombardment. Not only this, but a creeping barrage might endanger the slow-moving tanks, which were supposedly going to perform the same task as the artillery.

Where were the blasted tanks?

Too late to worry about that. Not now, when the whistles were blowing – they couldn’t actually hear the whistle, but they could see their officer blowing it – and they were all scrambling up over the parapets of their trenches, buzzing with panic and adrenaline, over and out into the blurred horror that lay between them and High Wood. ‘In a moment every man was up and over and firmly on his feet,’ recalled French, ‘gauging equal distance with his neighbours, yet looking straight ahead. With pounding heart I stole a glance at Bert, ever a model of courage and tranquillity.’ His friend looked as calm and unruffled as ever. He even had his pipe sticking out of his breast pocket. That glance would become a snapshot image engraved in French’s consciousness for the rest of his life.

Stretching away to the left behind his best friend, he could see the line of helmeted men striding across the churned and devastated earth. Behind them, he was dimly aware of ravaged tree stumps and exhumed roots, just discernible in the misty light of morning. But here, still in sharp focus, strode the comforting figure of his friend, Bert Bradley, ‘sure-footed; rifle and bayonet at the trail; head pressed forward; eyes peeled for the first sight of his old adversary, profile delicately outlined against the sky’. Reassured, French was about to look ahead once more when, suddenly, cutting through the earth-shaking roar of the artillery, he heard the vicious twang of a rifle bullet.

Another snapshot: his friend frozen to the spot. ‘I saw Bert pause queerly in his stride and fall stiffly on his side and slither helplessly into a hole with blood streaking his face.’ There was no cry or shriek of pain. One moment Bert was there. The next moment, he was not. ‘I must have gone toward him as he fell,’ recorded French, ‘for I was on my knees beside him with his head in the crook of my arm when a sharp voice ordered me to keep going and not break the line.’ Somehow French stumbled back to his feet and hurried to fill the Bert-shaped gap in the line. But he knew that Bert was dead, and that he would never see him again.

Approaching High Wood, the truth was dawning. The tanks had tanked. One had got lost en route. Two had got stuck in the wood itself. Another had swerved off course and opened fire on a trench full of Allied soldiers, killing and wounding several of them.34 As a result, a desperate situation was getting out of hand. The soldiers who had managed to reach the German lines were now exposed to withering fire from their flanks, with the added danger of potentially being cut off and surrounded. Someone had to do something, and fast. Lieutenant Colonel Hamilton, the commanding officer of David Railton’s battalion, at once leapt into action. Cometh the hour. Hamilton was deeply admired, even loved, by those who served under him. Railton himself referred to him as ‘our dear Colonel’ while describing an occasion when Hamilton gave up his tent for his men during a storm. He knew his men were dying in their droves. He could not stand by and watch. Swiftly organising a party of men, they made a courageous attempt to rush the enemy front line. In a few seconds Hamilton too had been killed, and alongside him, shot to pieces, lay every single man who had dashed forward with him.35

‘Man after man went down to that awful machine-gun fire of the enemy,’ recalled one soldier involved in the action that morning. ‘Within 50 yards of the trench we left, there was but a bare handful left of half a company. I looked behind to see the second half of the company come on, led by the company officer, who as he neared us shouted, “Get on, damn you!” Just then he fell dead. Our platoon officer led us on. He had a walking stick in his hand, a revolver in the other and a smile set on his face. A big fine-looking man he was. Men were falling on all sides, some in their death agonies. The officer’s runner stopped with a terrible scream, crumpled and fell behind a tree stump. The platoon sergeant next collapsed and began crawling back to our lines. In between the groans and cries of the men and the eternal awful fumes of cordite, that 100 yards to Fritz’s line is the most fearful memory I have.’36

The screams of the men would haunt many of the troops fighting there for the rest of their lives. As one soldier recorded: ‘That day I saw sights which were passing strange to a man of peace. I saw men in their madness bayonet each other without mercy, without thought. I saw the hot life’s blood of German and Englishmen flow out together, and drench the fair soil of France. I saw men torn to fragments by the near explosion of bombs, and – worse than any sight – I heard the agonised cries and shrieks of men in mortal pain who were giving up their souls to their Maker. The mental picture painted through the medium of the eye may fade, but the cries of those poor, tortured and torn men I can never forget. They are with me always. I would I had been deaf at the time.’37

At around 11AM, in a final throw of the dice, a mass mortar barrage was directed at the eastern part of High Wood, where the German defences were at their thickest and most intractable. The eight teams inflicted a continuous barrage on the Germans which saw each mortar launch almost half-a-ton of shells over the course of the quarter-hour. The battle was turned on its head and the German machine guns were silent at last. Amid the smoke and noise and brutal chaos unleashed from the mortar emplacements, two companies of riflemen attacked High Wood once more. A few minutes later, German soldiers started stumbling into the open with their hands above their heads.38



Four days after the main attack on High Wood, Mary Kettle received a telegram from the War Office:


DEEPLY REGRET TO INFORM YOU LIEUT T M KETTLE WAS KILLED IN ACTION SEPT 9, THE ARMY COUNCIL EXPRESS THEIR SYMPATHY.



And that was it. One of the most brilliant minds in Ireland, a husband and father, snuffed out, just like that. Tom Kettle was one of over 4,350 casualties recorded by his division at Ginchy between 7 and 12 September 1916. We do not know exactly when Mary received the last letter her husband had written her. But it must have been around the same time. She now began writing to Tom’s friends and colleagues in the army; to anyone who might be able to give her some information about how and where her husband had died, and, more importantly, where his body was buried. For a while, she heard nothing at all. And then at last one of his colleagues wrote to her from a field hospital on 14 October, apologising for not having done so sooner:


I was just behind Tom when we went over the top. He was in a bent position and a bullet got over a steel waistcoat and entered his heart. He lasted about one minute and he had my crucifix in his hands. He also said: ‘This is the seventh anniversary of my wedding.’ Boyd then took all Tom’s papers and things out of his pockets, in order to keep them for you. But poor Boyd was blown to atoms in a few minutes, and the papers and all went. The Welsh guards buried Mr Kettle’s remains. Tom’s death has been a big blow to the Regiment, and I am afraid I could not put into words my feelings on the subject.39



At least now Mary had some information about how he had died, but in the chaos of the ongoing fighting, Tom Kettle’s temporary grave and his remains would be lost. He was already one of the ‘unknowns’ and his daughter Betty, who was just three years old when he died, would have nowhere to mourn and commemorate her talented father.



Long after the tiny scrap of French land which was High Wood had been taken on Friday, 15 September, the fighting in the area continued. Bert Bradley, Anthony French and Alec Reader’s 47th (London) Division alone lost more than 4,500 men and officers in casualties during the four days of the heaviest combat, out of a fighting strength of perhaps 8,500.40 And at Ginchy, the razed village where Tom Kettle had met his end, the ‘Choosers of the Slain’ would touch with their invisible wands another of the most gifted and dazzling characters of the age. Late in the afternoon, Raymond Asquith, son of the Prime Minister, was shot in the chest while leading his men in an attack, only a few hours after the deaths at High Wood of Bert Bradley with his pipe, of young Alec Reader, still waiting for his release papers, and of Sidney Wheater, the hockey player from Scarborough. Unlike theirs, Asquith’s response to being mortally wounded has gone down in history. Instead of seeking medical assistance, he lit a cigarette. Steel-hearted to the last, Asquith was determined to hide the seriousness of his injuries, to encourage his men to press home their attack. Afterwards, he was moved to a shell hole where there was an improvised dressing station and given morphia to ease the pain. He died an hour later, while being carried back to British lines. At Ginchy, too, Harry Farlam, the grocer’s assistant who was so proud to be a Corporal, was killed the following day. The butcher’s bill was rapidly increasing.

HIGH WOOD

SPRING 2023

In the blazing heat of a peaceful spring day, I am struggling to imagine the chaos of battle which echoed in the trees and fields around me a century earlier. And having seen the devastation of modern warfare, it is near impossible to fully comprehend the carnage which unfolded. High Wood had been cleared of Germans by 1PM on Friday, 15 September, and the 47th (London) Division had succeeded in capturing the most heavily defended position on the Somme battlefield. But their victory – if the word victory can be used in such a context – had come at a colossal cost. As the Duke of Wellington had put it in 1815, after Waterloo, ‘believe me, nothing except a battle lost can be half so melancholy as a battle won’.41

Some estimates suggest that beneath the soil of High Wood today, still lie the bodies of 8,000 nameless British and German soldiers, killed during the blood-soaked struggle for the innocent-looking patch of trees, brambles and grass where I stand.42 So many Unknown Warriors, buried beneath my feet.

Unknown, yes, but only in death. I remind myself that these were real people who all had a mother and a father and a full life, long before they were reduced to soil and statistics. So many bereft parents, wives and children who would never know what really happened to their precious boy, who perhaps loved football and always remembered his mother’s birthday; their beloved dad, who told the worst jokes but gave the best hugs; their devoted husband, with his cheeky grin and his awful snoring; their annoying big brother; their thoughtful fiancé, their roguish uncle, their wise young grandpa, their best friend from school. In the trees above my head, a bird breaks out into song and is answered by another. I shake my head, glad to have my thoughts interrupted.



In the whole Somme offensive, lasting from 1 July until 18 November 1916 – just a few months of the four-and-a-quarter-year war – the British Empire suffered 420,000 casualties and the French 200,000, for an advance of 8 miles. The German losses were at least 450,000 killed and wounded. ‘You can no longer call it war, it is mere murder,’ declared one Bavarian soldier at High Wood. ‘All my previous experiences in this war are the purest child’s play compared with this massacre, and that is much too mild a description.’43

In the cold, grey light of dawn on Saturday, 16 September, the survivors of the battle stared out over the stinking, pestilential rubbish heap, littered with mangled bodies, that had once been High Wood. Knowing that his work was only just beginning, Padre David Railton clutched his treasured Union Jack ready to move forward.

The task of rescuing the wounded had continued all night and was ongoing.

But the task of dealing with the dead had yet to begin.






CHAPTER TWO THE GLORIOUS DEAD


HIGH WOOD, THE SOMME

SPRING 2023

Making my way up the gentle slope towards High Wood, I am dive-bombed by chattering skylarks. In the ridges of the landscape, I can just make out where deep-dug trenches once provided shelter for shattered men. Shell holes still leave faint shadows, like footprints in sand not quite erased by the tide. One of these shadows might have given fragile sanctuary to Anthony French, still dizzy from the death of his best pal, Bert Bradley. Coming to after being knocked unconscious by the exploding shell, French had spent several hours wondering if he would ever be found. That morning, this gentle meadow in northern France was a blood-spewing, bone-splitting hell of flying metal and flashing thunder. I must be very close to the spot where Bert and young Alec Reader gritted their teeth and forced themselves to clamber from the relative safety of their trenches into the murderous fire of the German guns. Somehow they managed to put one foot in front of the other, and did their best to climb this gentle incline in the face of the deadly onslaught. Here, too, is where Sidney Wheater, the hockey player from Scarborough, and Harry Farlam, proud to be a Corporal, must have shouted exhortations to their men.

Counting myself as a pilgrim, not a tourist, I slip through a gap in the hedge in order to venture just a few yards into the dense foliage of the wood and brambles. I don’t want to go far, out of respect for the thousands of missing men still lying here, and also because of the ordnance that supposedly still lies around them. But I do want to see where so many made the ultimate sacrifice. I had an image of a wasteland of blasted stumps and desolation imprinted on my mind, from when Padre David Railton and his ilk fought and died here. However, now, looking around, I’m amazed at how densely alive the wood has become. So even on this dazzlingly bright day, when the sun on the headstones in the cemetery had made me squint a few moments earlier, the wood seems as dark as if dusk were falling; deep-green shadows draped languorously over the brambled humps and hollows of its depths.

After just a matter of seconds, the prickling sensation on the back of my neck makes me hesitate. I am an intensely practical person with no belief, or interest, in an afterlife. But now that I know the story of what took place here over one hundred years earlier, I have that feeling of ghosts again. The path that leads through the wood is clear in both directions. And yet I cannot ignore the slightly sinister feeling that this strange, dark landscape evokes. Looking down at my feet, I catch sight of something blood-red. A paper poppy trampled into the earth. Having read so much about Bert, Alec and their friends, I had been desperate to see where they fought and died. Now that I have done so, I find that I do not wish to be in this haunting location one moment longer.

Treading as lightly as I can, I creep quickly and quietly out of High Wood.

HIGH WOOD, THE SOMME

1916

The night of Friday, 15 September 1916 was not a peaceful one. The hours after any territorial gain, however minimal, never were. After all, the enemy knew exactly where the British soldiers were hunkered down in their captured trenches. Their heavy artillery pounded away with a well-aimed retaliatory barrage. Others, out in the open, had their own battles to fight. ‘Amid the noise of the shells could often be heard the groans of the wounded who had not yet been brought in,’ one officer recorded.1 ‘The shouts of the search party of stretcher bearers, and the curses of a ration or carrying party who had got lost.’ Anthony French was one of these, trapped in a crater with a shattered leg, aware that death might well be close by. Bombardment from both sides was ceaseless, and French would have known that his chances of being found were limited. He comforted himself with the soldier’s fond belief that two shells never fall in the same hole. Lost and unarmed, he wondered if another wave of infantry might come his way. ‘Would it be ours or theirs?’ he asked himself. ‘If theirs, what? Should I feign death or fix them with a supercilious stare? I looked round for a hand grenade, any weapon. There was none.’2

Meanwhile, in makeshift trenches a few hundred yards away, filled with the stench of excrement, rotting flesh and smoke, the British battling for High Wood did their best to count their casualties. But how to be certain who was dead, and who was simply missing?

The grim roll calls lasted from teatime until well after dark.3 One young Frenchman, working alongside them as an interpreter, watched haggard men standing around in their mud-soiled uniforms, waiting to announce that they had come back; listening for the names of friends who had not.

‘Rifleman X?’ the Major’s voice would call.

No reply.

‘Anyone know anything about him?’

‘Yes, sir,’ answered a voice from the crowd. ‘He went over beside me. I last saw him as we got up to the German trench.’

Then silence. No one else knew anything more. Questions and answers went back and forth between the candle-lit table and the dark circle beyond it. Nor did anyone move until the work was completed.4

‘Private Bradley?’

Silence. Had no one else seen Bert hit?

‘Private Reader?’

Silence.

‘Captain Wheater?’

Silence.

‘Private French?’5

Now, perhaps, Anthony French and Bert Bradley’s Corporal spoke up. Reporting how he had dragged French headfirst into a shell hole and poured a whole ampoule of iodine into the ragged wound above his knee. He could see the chalk-white bone, but French was still alive when he left him. ‘Lie still,’ the Corporal had told him before returning to the fight. ‘Don’t move the leg. We’ll soon have you back in Blighty.’

The dead, like Bradley, still littered the area, but for now, they would have to wait their turn. It was the injured, like French, still lying exposed, who were taking priority.



Rupert Inglis, the army chaplain who had played rugby for England, was not present for roll call either. Instead, he was twelve hours into a twenty-four-hour stint at a primitive dressing station in a large crater near the vapourised village of Ginchy, doing his best to help patch up the wounded. ‘It was awful getting them down, over a very rough country full of shell holes,’ he wrote to his wife. ‘Some of them must have been four or five hours on the journey. We had at least ten men hit bringing them down, and that means some pain for the wounded.’6

In a difficult situation, Inglis and fellow padre David Railton did what they could. And there could be no higher calling for them than to ease the suffering of a comrade. Another army chaplain confessed that, if he had to be on a battlefield, the more dead and wounded there were, the happier he was. Looking after others helped him forget his own fears. ‘In going from one wounded man to another,’ he said, ‘I could often relieve the torment of thirst, perhaps by a drink from the man’s own water bottle which he was unable to reach. I could take down a message from dying lips. I recall one lad lying in a shell hole, whose one thought was, “I don’t know what my mother will do.” I could at least write to that mother and tell her how her boy had forgotten his pain in his thought for her.’7 Having been on the go for over twenty-four hours, Rupert Inglis, exhausted and soaked to the skin, collapsed in his dugout and composed a letter to his beloved wife. ‘We are trying to clear a battlefield. Being very antique I always have a soft job. I was in charge of the stretcher bearers.’

They were the last words the padre would ever write. Two days later, his luck ran out. Leading a stretcher party at Ginchy, he was hit in the leg by shellfire. With one of his fellow bearers, he crawled into a crater for protection. But – flying in the face of the soldier’s fondly held belief – another shell landed in the very same hole, killing them both. What remained of them was later collected and buried by their comrades.

What remained of them. I’d heard that phrase all too often to describe the dead of the First World War, but what did it really mean?

LONDON

SPRING 2023

It is difficult for me to truly picture the realities of the battlefields back then. The biblical devastation, destruction and desolation. Across the Somme and beyond, the dead and dying from one round of fighting would often be intermingled with the putrefying corpses of men, horses and mules yet to be collected from previous battles.

War films such as 1917 and All Quiet on the Western Front tend to represent bodies as largely intact. It is simpler to get actors to play dead rather than manufacture thousands of body parts – sometimes mere fragments – out of fibreglass or foam. Yet most of the deaths in the First World War were caused by artillery shells, then machine guns and rifle fire, with poison gas a distant third. And, in reality, soldiers hit by shells or shrapnel were often blasted apart. ‘A booted foot and some bloody earth were all that were recovered to be placed in a sandbag and decently interred,’ one soldier said after his officer was annihilated by a direct hit from a shell.8 Unless the death was witnessed, and the witness survived long enough to report it, establishing who had lived and who had died, or trying to identify a person, or parts of a person in such circumstances, was often impossible.

Most of those who committed their experiences of the Great War to paper, 100 years and more ago, wrote sparingly of what they had seen and done. It was a time when the sensibilities of those back home were to be protected. Hearts were not worn on sleeves; terrible experiences were to be locked away.

As a former Tornado navigator, I was part of a vast military machine designed to deliver death and destruction to an enemy. But, sitting in the rear cockpit of a modern combat jet armed with lethal weapons, I was largely insulated from the carnage on the ground. Confronted now by the landscape of much earlier conflicts, I am beginning to realise I had thought little about what those young men in 1916 had really endured.

With the last First World War veterans long dead, how can I better understand what they went through? As part of my own journey of discovery, I needed to speak to people with personal, up-close experience of the effects of warfare – modern experts whose own stories could offer a limited insight into what their forebears had gone through 100 years earlier.
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