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This book is dedicated to those who did not return.
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THE LAST POST

The Bugler sent a call of high romance –

‘Lights out! Lights out!’ to the deserted square.

On the thin brazen notes he threw a prayer:

‘God, if it’s this for me next time in France,

O spare the phantom bugle as I lie

Dead in the gas and smoke and roar of guns,

Dead in a row with other broken ones,

Lying so stiff and still under the sky –

Jolly young Fusiliers, too good to die . . .’

The music ceased, and the red sunset flare

Was blood about his head as he stood there.

Robert Graves


Introduction

As I write this in 2014, the centenary of the outbreak of World War One, I realise what an honour it was to meet, and interview, the twenty-one remarkable veterans of the conflict. All had a story to tell. Some had told their story before, while others were opening up after a lifetime of refusing to talk about the war. A decade after I met the veterans, their words still resonate with power, defiance and bloody-mindedness. Now, this centennial edition will bring their experiences to the notice of a new generation of young people. As we reflect on the costs and consequences of that terrible conflict, what better starting point than the unvarnished memories of those who were actually there?

Throughout my interviews with the men, I emphasised that I wanted to hear about their lives before and after the war. The personal accounts which follow are, wherever possible, in their own words. Some of the accounts are supplemented with additional material from their families or friends. All the accounts were sent to each veteran for checking – in some cases a close family member or carer read their story to them. Some made a few changes, mostly concerning names of friends or places, while others added extra material. Allowance, however, must be made for the age of these men and the frailty of their memories. Some could recall very little, and this is borne out in their stories. Had I visited them on another day, I may have found them more receptive – or less so – but that is the luck of the draw when interviewing centenarians. Memory of detail is seldom perfect, even in younger people. Where possible, I have checked the details, but sometimes the facts are buried in time.

It was both an honour and a pleasure to meet these remarkable men, and I have fond memories of all of them. And what humour they all had! I particularly remember the wry smile of John Oborne, aged 104, when I asked him if he ever had lice in the trenches: ‘No,’ he replied, ‘they had me!’

These remarkable men have now all gone. Henry Allingham lived until he was 113 and was recognised as the oldest man in the world – an honour taken over by Harry Patch (108), albeit briefly, as he died just a week later.

All have now gone, but their words have been preserved for us. My abiding memory, and something that united them all, was their fierce belief in the futility of war. All struggled to make sense of the lives they saw wasted. We will never see their like again.

Max Arthur

LONDON 2014


SERGEANT

Alfred Anderson

5th Battalion (TA) Black Watch

Born 25 June 1896, died 21 November 2005

I was born on 25 June 1896. I had two older brothers, Dave and Jack, who were born in Chicago, because my father had been one of many Dundee men who got recruited to go and help with the building of Chicago and my mother followed him out there. They came back to Dundee before I was born, where my father continued as a joiner and undertaker and my mother went to work in the jute mill – like her four sisters.

I remember in those days we had gas lamps for light and coal fires at home – and we lived on a hill so the horse-drawn carts had to struggle up and down. I used to play outdoors, and one day I saw two soldiers coming down the road – it was 1902 and they were returning from the Boer War. They were so glad to be back; they picked me up and carried me on their shoulders down the road.

I went to Hill Street School in Dundee – but I didn’t like it and was only there for a short time. It was in 1902 that my father bought his own joinery yard in Newtyle in Angus and we moved there – that was the year my sister Maud was born too. When I was ten I got a job in my spare time, delivering milk from Denend Farm to people nearby. By the time I was twelve I’d saved up enough to buy a bike, and I used it to earn pocket money to do more milk deliveries – I used to have milk churns hanging off the handlebars.

I went to the Harris Academy in Dundee from the time I was twelve to when I was fourteen, and I used to travel into Dundee by train. I enjoyed reading, writing and especially drawing – at one time I thought I might become an architect. When school was over I used to go back to Kirkton Farm where my school friend lived, and that’s where I got my interest in animals, especially horses. Most of all, though, I liked playing and watching football, and we used to go to see Dundee play on a Saturday.

When I finished school I started an apprenticeship with my brother, but he went to Canada – in fact both brothers did – before the war started. I decided to join the Territorial Army when I was sixteen – quite a few lads my age joined up. We didn’t have family holidays and it was great fun to go to Montrose or Crieff for a week’s camp every year. Our instructor, Max Beverley, had been in the Boer War, and he used to train the fourteen of us every Saturday afternoon in Newtyle. I remember our third camp at Monzie near Crieff in summer 1914 – we trained on Lee Enfield Rifles and did route marches. I was there with my friends Jock Mackenzie and Jim Ballantine – I don’t think we thought much about a war to come, even though troops were mobilised all around us.

When war was declared, our battalion – the 5th Battalion, the Black Watch – was called up and after two months’ training we left by train for Southampton in late October. I didn’t give it too much thought; I was too young for that. We had a night there, then we sailed to Le Havre on a cattle boat – which was clean, but it really stank. We spent a night in a tented camp at Le Havre, which was bitterly cold. We couldn’t wash in the morning because the water had frozen in the pipes. We were glad when they marched us up to the front – which took three days – but it warmed us up a bit. We got our billets in bits of farm steadings, if you could call them that, then we got to work digging trenches under the supervision of the Pioneer Corps. We soon heard the first bullets and men started being wounded and killed. Two of my mates from home were wounded. It was a shock, but I think because my father had been a joiner and undertaker that helped me in a strange way. I’d seen death before.

[image: image]

Sergeant Alfred Anderson, the last surviving Great War veteran of the Black Watch. With the 5th Battalion he was shipped to France late in 1914 and saw action at Loos and was wounded on the Somme.

I remember the eerie silence that first Christmas Day. All the explosions stopped. We were billeted in a farmhouse at the time and we went outside and just stood there, listening – and remembering our friends who were gone and our people back home. We’d spent two months with the cracking of bullets and machine-gun fire, and sometimes distant German voices – but now it was quiet all around. In the dead silence we shouted out, ‘Merry Christmas’ – although none of us felt at all merry. We were so tired, we didn’t have the energy to play football – and we were quite a way from the front lines, so we didn’t do any of the mixing with the Germans that was so famous. The silence came to an end in the afternoon when the guns started again. The killing began again too. It was a very short-lived peace. Now, at Christmas, I think of that day in 1914 and remember all my friends who didn’t make it. But it’s too sad to think too much about it – it’s far too sad.

On that first Christmas we got our Christmas box – a metal box filled with cigarettes. In it was a card which said, ‘With best wishes for a Happy Christmas and a Victorious New Year, from the Princess Mary and friends at home’. I’d no use for the cigarettes, so I gave them to my friends. A lot of the lads thought the box was worth nothing, but I said someone’s bound to have put a lot of thought into it, and I kept it. Some of the lads had got their Christmas presents from home, but I got mine late. I used the empty box to keep the New Testament my mother had given me. In it she had written, ‘September 5, 1914. To Alfred Anderson. A present from Mother’ – it fitted the box perfectly. That’s the only thing I brought home from the war.

Conditions in the trenches were terrible. We slept on sandbags and there were rats everywhere. They used to gnaw through the phone cables so our communications were cut off. We often had to stand up to our knees in water and I got trench foot.

As well as normal duties, I was detailed to look after one of the officers – Lieutenant Bruce-Gardyne – and when he went away on a course I was posted for a while as batman to Captain Fergus Bowes-Lyon – the brother of the late Queen Mother. He was from Glamis, which isn’t far from my home in Newtyle. I really regret that I never got to meet the Queen Mother and tell her about my time with her brother before he was killed at Loos in 1915. He was a fine young man. A meeting was mooted once when she was at Glamis, but she took ill and it never happened.

The Battle of Loos was dreadful for the Black Watch and casualties were very high – especially the first day, 26 September, when Captain Bowes-Lyon was killed among hundreds more of our regiment. You see, our bombardment wasn’t strong enough to break the German wire or to destroy their machine guns.

I often had to go out with the officer to a listening post – out in no-man’s-land. We’d crawl out to a position in a shell hole or a depression in the ground after dark, and stay there all night, listening for sounds of tunnelling or German activity in their trenches – then we’d crawl back to our lines at dawn. On one occasion we were entrenched in a listening post on the Somme front and I was brewing up some tea when a shell exploded over our heads, killing several of my pals and injuring many others – myself included. I was hit by shrapnel in the neck and shoulder, but I managed to crawl to the officers’ dugout, where someone put a field dressing on it. I had to lie there all day bleeding and in a lot of pain until dark, when they could send out a stretcher party to get me back to the trenches. My wounds were properly dressed later at a field dressing station behind the lines, but then I had to wait for a wagon to take me back down the lines. My fighting days were over, but I’d been lucky just to survive. That day my dearest friends were left behind in that trench for ever.
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Alfred Anderson (seated, front row centre), born in 1896, was forty-three years old when the Second World War began, and was too old for active service. Instead he joined the Local Defence Volunteers and ended up organising and training the ‘Dad’s Army’ in Newtyle.

After a very painful journey which took a night and a day, I arrived at the hospital in Boulogne. They stripped off my uniform and deloused me, gave me something to eat and a cup of tea, and the medical officer removed the shrapnel. At last the pain eased, and they sent me back to Britain for the first time since 1914. There were ambulances waiting for us at Dover, and I was put on a train for Norwich. As we went, there were women at each station where we stopped who handed out tea. The hospital at Norwich was full when I arrived, so I was taken to a village hospital nearby, and I spent two months there convalescing. At last I was well enough to go on leave, and I got the train to Newtyle. As I walked down Belmont Street, I saw my mother polishing the brass door fittings, and I crept up and waited for her to look up . . .

While I was home on leave I went to see the family who had the other joiners’ firm in Newtyle. They had two sons about the same age as me and we’d always been good friends. Before the war we used to practise fretwork together – but they too had been called up. I’d heard that one of the lads had been killed, and I went to see his three sisters at their home. I said I wanted to express my condolences – but they were very frosty and didn’t invite me in. I realised I wasn’t welcome with them, and said, ‘It’s not my fault.’ But they were quite clear. ‘Aye, but you’re here, and he’s not.’

I soon got fit enough for duty and was sent to the infantry training camp at Ripon – and was promoted to lance corporal. After taking courses in musketry, physical training and a general course at Aldershot, I was appointed battalion instructor and seconded to the Queen’s Own Yorkshire Dragoons. It was while I was at Ripon that I met my future wife, Susanna Iddison, who lived just outside the town. We married in St Andrew’s Church in Kirkby Malzeard on 2 June 1917, and I had a week’s leave to visit my family in Newtyle.

When the war finished they offered me the chance to sign on as a regular – with promotion to sergeant major. I was very tempted because I loved the comradeship of the army and enjoyed my work as an instructor – but there was the family joinery business to run. Both my brothers were in Canada and as my father had started to suffer from chronic asthma, he needed help. I gave up the army and we moved back to Newtyle, where we had six children – Betty, Jim, Minnie, Andrew, Christina and Neil – between 1919 and 1935.

I bought my first car – an Austin – in 1926, and we used it to go on holidays to visit my wife’s family in Yorkshire and on trips around Dundee. We had one of the first phones in Newtyle – our number was Newtyle 57 – and my wife had the first electric cooker in the village. We did well – and my brother came back from Canada to join us. I decided to leave him in charge, and we moved south to Yorkshire so I could work as a journeyman joiner. Although the country was in depression, I was kept busy, often working in the evenings and on Sundays to make coffins, as my father had done. The miners in Yorkshire were so poor they were often starving – there were a lot of coffins needed at that time. All the same, it was a welcome change not to have the burden of the business and employees and I was sad when my brother went back to Canada in the early thirties and I had to return to Newtyle to take over the firm again.

When the Second World War started, my work was affected by timber rationing. All timber work had to be officially approved, and the new house project I was going to work on was cancelled. My younger employees were called up, but I was too old for active service, so I relied on small jobs instead. When I heard that they wanted ex-servicemen to form the LDV [Local Defence Volunteers], I volunteered and ended up as the principal organiser and trainer in Newtyle. We got called out several times during the war, when there was an invasion scare on the east coast, and we got the local Boy Scouts working alongside us – they joined in some of our exercises and acted as local messengers. They had the sorry job of delivering the news of local men killed, wounded or missing to their families.

After the war I took on my son to work with me and I also had an apprentice – but we were only a small, independent firm, and it was hard to keep contracts coming in. When I was sixty I went to work for Dundee City Council, and then later became clerk of works for Perth City Council and Crieff Town Council. Those were happy times – and we enjoyed the freedom of having time to ourselves after the children had left home. I didn’t retire until I was seventy-nine in 1975, then two years later we reached our diamond wedding anniversary. By this time we had ten grandchildren and eighteen great-grandchildren who came to celebrate with us. When my wife died in 1979 – she was eighty-three – I moved to a house in Alyth opposite my daughter Christina and her husband, and I’ve lived there ever since.

I don’t know what I have to thank for my long life – I’ve never been a drinker or a smoker, and I eat good food in moderation. But I’ve always liked to keep active. In November 1998, when I was one hundred and two, there was a reception and the French government presented the Légion d’honneur to four of us who had served in the Great War. That year the BBC invited me to take part in a programme called Western Front. But I didn’t want to go over those old memories. It’s over – it’s passed. If I dwelled on what happened during those terrible times, I would never have lived to see the age I am now. I’ve tried to put all those thoughts behind me. I’ve no wish to revive them. But what I saw and went through still affects me, even to this day.

I did agree, though, to appear in a TV feature about those boys who were executed for desertion, or very minor offences. It was called Shot at Dawn. The families of these boys had been fighting to have them pardoned – but they should never even have been accused. They should be pardoned now, not only for their memory, but for the sake of their parents before, and their families, for they bear the brunt of it.

At the time of the war I didn’t give the reasons much thought. I was too young for that, and it was all a kind of jaunt for us. It was a different kettle of fish once we got to the trenches. I saw fellows I knew dying around me, and all I thought about then was living. I’ve been trying to forget war for the past eighty or so years, but wars just keep happening, and it’s ordinary folk who pay the price.

It doesn’t do to look back. We lived for each day during the war – and even at my age, now, I do the same thing. I’m still looking forward. I’m more interested in what’s happening now.

Looking back, I wonder, ‘What did we gain?’ We certainly lost a lot, and we’re right back to square one now. I think men will always fight. War is needed, I suppose, to settle some things – but maybe there is a better way.
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