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The Swallow Takes Flight
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I was glad my Bill came back 
home.  When you are a mother 
you bring them into the World 
so it’s a tragedy to witness 
them leave it.  However, I 
know there’s many a mother 
that’s lost a son this week, 
at the terrible Battle of the 
Somme, who would have 
given anything to comfort 
their son, like I did, in their 
last moments so I’ll count my 
blessings and say a prayer of 
thanks to the Virgin Mary.

Phoebe’s Plea

William White died on the 11th July 1916.  His 
death came ten days after the start of the 
Battle of the Somme on the 1st July, 1916.  The 
worst day ever recorded in the history of the 
British Army. On that fi rst day of the battle 
nearly 60,000 British soldiers were either 
killed, wounded or reported missing.  As Chalky 
passed away, with his mother Phoebe at his 
side, other families in the Crayford area were 
receiving telegrams reporting the death of 
someone on the Somme.  This fi rst day of the 
battle unleashed a shock wave across Britain. 
It goes some way to explain why William 
White’s funeral, as the fi rst local soldier to be 
buried at home, took on such importance.  It 
gave everyone an outlet for their grief as they 
struggled to come to terms with the huge 
number of men who had been killed.

Private William White
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78   Chalky the Crayford Swallow

Everybody loved my Bill, his mates in the army 
and from school, the old customers from his time 
as a paper boy and the lads down in the brickfields.  
They all came out, the whole of Crayford because 
he was the first of the boys who had been sent out 
to France to be buried back home, so it wasn’t just 
people who knew him that came but countless 

others. There were fathers that had lost sons, wives 
that had lost husbands and countless mothers 
missing sons. They all came because by saying 
goodbye to my son they could say goodbye to one 
of their own. Even the Queen sent a wreath.

Phoebe’s Plea

William White’s funeral took centre stage in the 
local newspaper. The other headline that week 
in July 1916 was the opening of the Princesses 
Theatre.  Both events helped to draw the people 
of Crayford together as the eff ects of the War 
began to bite.  The theatre opened with the 
Munition Girls song, where the audience joined 
with the chorus line:  “We are at the benches 
and our pals are in the trenches.”  It was a public 
show of support for soldiers at the front and 
helps to explain the huge turn out in Crayford for 
William White’s funeral.

CRAYFORD

Military Funeral

The impressive spectacle of a military funeral 
is not often witnessed in Crayford, it being 
some years since a service took place in the 
village.  On Friday last a large concourse of 
sympathisers witnessed the last honour paid 
by his comrades to Private W White of the 
East Kent Regiment (The Buff s) the second 
son of Mr and Mrs J White of Star Hill Crayford, 
whose death occurred on the previous Tuesday 
in the Dartford War Hospital.  Private White 
had been in the Army for just over six years 
and at the outbreak of war with Germany 
his regiment was in India and was at once 

transferred to France where they took part 
in several engagements.  In one of the earlier 
engagements Private White was wounded, but 
after a short rest returned to the fi ring line.  
On February 23rd, 1915 near Ypres, he was 
again wounded, this time more severely in the 
spine.  After a stay in hospital in France he was 
brought to Queen Mary’s Hospital at Southend 
where he remained until a month ago, when he 
was removed to Dartford, where to the sorrow 
of his family, he died on Tuesday last at the 
early age of 23.

The deceased is the fi rst Crayford soldier who 
has died to be buried at home, and much 
sympathy has been shown to the bereaved 

parents in the great loss.  Whilst in the 
hospital at Southend Queen Mary paid a visit 
to patients and took much interest in Private 
White, with whom her majesty had quite a 
long conversation, afterwards sending him a 
razor and some fl owers from Windsor Castle.  
A letter has also been received from the Right 
Hon. Alexander Nelson Hood C.V.O. (the 
Queen’s Secretary) who also sent a wreath 
on the day of the funeral.

The funeral arrangements were carried out by 
Messrs Mackney and sons, Dartford.  

Bexley and District Times, 
21st July, 1916.
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His old regiment gave him a 
military funeral.  They sent a 
gun carriage to take him from 
the Dartford War Hospital back 
home to Crayford.  The hospital 
band played as we took him 
past the clock tower and our old 

house at the foot of Station Road, 
up to the old church on ‘Mount 
Nod’ where my Bill had played as 
a little boy. After Father Carroll 
laid him to rest his comrades 
fired three volleys into the air 
and then a silence fell over all 

of us. It was broken by the bitter 
sweet notes of the ‘Last Post’ and 
once the last note slowly faded 
away we all cried as we realised 
Bill was gone.

Phoebe’s Plea

You can watch a Gaumont News clip of 
a 1918 Funeral in Crayford on the ITN 
website:

http://www.itnsource.com/shotlist/BHC_
RTV/1919/02/17/BGT407052758

‘The procession was imposing and impressive.  It was headed by a fi ring party with reversed arms and the band from Orchard Hospital played Chopin’s funeral march.  On reaching the churchyard the military lined the pathway and the coffi  n (covered with the Union Jack and bearing the accoutrements of the deceased) was carried upon the shoulders of comrades.  At the conclusion of the service, which was conducted by the Rev. Father Carroll, (pictured left) three volleys were fi red and the “Last Post” sounded. 

The Bexley and District Times      21-7-1916
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80    Chalky the Crayford Swallow

So many people came to say goodbye to him and in 
the years that followed when everyone in Crayford 
stopped for the two minutes silence on Armistice 
Day I knew he hadn’t been forgotten. However, I 
sometimes wonder who will remember him when 
we’re gone?  Somebody once told me that you die 

twice. Once when you stop breathing and once 
when your name is mentioned for the very last 
time. If on Remembrance Day many years hence a 
child can pass his grave and read aloud his name 
then maybe he will live on. Please, don’t forget him.

Phoebe’s Plea 

William White is buried in St Paulinus Churchyard 
close to the church.  He is also remembered 
on the plaques inside both the church and 
St Paulinus CE School.  He is also one of the 
names on the town war memorial at May Place.

St Paulinus Church

Crayford War Memorial May Place

The St Paulinus CE School War memorial

The St Paulinus Church War Memorial
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