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Author’s Preface

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

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

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

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

Max Arthur

London

August 2009
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