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A Soldier in the Old Country

*Pigeon chest; a condition of the chest in which 
the sternum is prominent, and often linked to 
rickets, a disease usually resulting from famine 
or starvation during the early stages of childhood.  
The White family would have had many times 
in the year when they had to go without food 
because of the seasonal nature of brick making.

**Varicose veins are veins  that have become 
enlarged and painful and are most commonly 
veins on the leg.  It is often caused by long 
periods standing up without rest. William White’s 
short career as paper boy would have been the 
likely cause of this.

On the 18th July, 1910, I went up to the Army 
Recruiting Office at New Cross and signed on for 
the Rifle Brigade as a part time territorial soldier.  
Embarrassingly, I only just passed the medical. The 
army doctor said I was pigeon chested* and the 
Doctor couldn’t believe that I was just seventeen 
and already had varicose veins.**  They told me 

that army food and regular training would build 
me up and that they would pay for me to have 
an operation to have my varicose veins treated.  I 
knew they were trying to persuade me to sign on 
permanently and I did just that on December 21st, 
1910.

Eye sight test for Army Medical                                                                Imperial War Museum

New recruits swear their attestation on the Bible to serve God, King and country.               
Imperial War Museum

William White made an oath of allegiance 
upon joining the Army, a process known 
as attestation.             National Archives 

You can see a Gaumont Newsreel 
showing army recruitment on the 
ITN Source website: 

http://www.itnsource.com/
shotlist/BHC_RTV/1914/01/01/
BGT407040379
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I joined the army just after the December 1910 general election 
at which the Liberal government only held onto power by 
promising Irish Nationalists Home Rule for Ireland.  I was one 
of a large number of soldiers sent out to Ireland to deal with the 
consequences of this.  At first, I was posted to the Manchesters at 
their barracks in Mullingar, Northern Ireland but, within a few 
weeks, I was transferred to the 1st Battalion, The Royal East Kent 
Regiment, more commonly known as “The Buffs.” I joined them 
in the spring of 1911, just as things in Ireland began to hot up 
amongst the Unionists who opposed Home Rule. 

Home Rule meant that Ireland would no longer 
be ruled by the British Parliament, but by their 
own government in Dublin. Those in favour 
of Home Rule were known as Nationalists, 
the majority of whom were Catholics living in 
southern Ireland.  They had felt abandoned 
during the awful famine and wanted Irish 
independence to end centuries of religious 
discrimination they had suff ered from what they 
saw as a Protestant government in London.  

On the other hand, the Ulster Protestants were 
terrifi ed that Home Rule would threaten their 
way of life. They believed that the prosperity of 
Northern Ireland was based on industries like 
shipbuilding and feared being ruled by Catholic 
farmers in Dublin.  They called themselves 
Unionists and under their leader, Sir Edward 
Carson, they demanded that Ulster should 
remain in union with the rest of the United 
Kingdom.  They formed the Ulster Volunteer 
Force to fi ght Home Rule by force if necessary. 

The Liberal government, under Prime Minister 
Herbert Asquith, only remained in power after 
the 1910 election because of the votes of Irish 
Nationalist M.P.s.  They only agreed to do this if 
Asquith promised to force through parliament 
new laws that would give greater independence 
to Ireland which at that time was ruled from 
London.  This was bitterly opposed by the 
opposition Tories and Irish Unionist M.P’s 
and led Ireland to the brink of civil war.

A Soldier in the Old Country
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A Soldier in the Old Country

After King George V and Queen Mary visited 
Dublin, following their coronation in 1910, no 
British monarch would return to southern 
Ireland for a century.  Then in May 2011 Queen 
Elizabeth II and Prince Phillip were welcomed to 

the Republic of Ireland. Many people saw their 
visit as a huge symbolic step towards healing the 
centuries of division between Britain and Ireland.

        July 7th 1911
Dear Mum, 

Hope everyone is well back home in Crayford.
We’ve been brought from Curragh Barracks to Dublin today to line the 
streets for King George V and Queen Mary’s coronation parade.  We were 
told to be on the look out for trouble as feelings are running high amongst 
the Nationalists here over Home Rule. I don’t know who they hate more, us 
soldiers or the King!  I know we were called a few choice names behind our 
backs.  I wonder what they would think if I told them that my Nan was Irish!

Write soon, your loving son.
Bill  X
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In February 1912, we were sent to Belfast to 
protect Sir Winston Churchill whilst he made a 
speech in favour of Home Rule at Ulster Hall.  In 
Dublin he would have been cheered for favouring 
Irish independence but not in Belfast. They were 
expecting hundreds of angry Unionists to make 
it clear to Churchill they would never let Ulster be 

ruled from Dublin. When we arrived the Harland 
and Wolff shipyards had just completed the 
construction of the R.M.S.Titanic and with time 
on their hands, the workers, who were nearly all 
Unionists, were spoiling for trouble and forced 
Churchill to make his speech elsewhere.

A Soldier in an Old Country

You can watch a Gaumont newsreel clip of 
the Titanic on the ITN Source website:

http://www.itnsource.com/shotlist/
BHC_RTV/1912/04/02/407040000

On February 8th 1912, Sir Winston 
Churchill was scheduled to speak on 
behalf of Home Rule in the Ulster Hall 
but was prevented from doing so by 
angry Unionists whose refusal to leave 

the building prompted Churchill to shift 
the location of his rally to a football 
ground at Celtic Park.  Many thought 
Churchill’s speech would tip Ireland into 
civil war.

Unionist protestors try to overturn Churchill’s car
Illustrated London News

Ulster Hall, Belfast 1912
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As 1914 approached, I heard that I would be part 
of the draft going to India. I was surprised to be 
going because Ireland was like a tinder box and 
the situation in Europe had reached the point 
where war with Germany seemed inevitable. 
In hindsight, however, it was a good time to go. 

With my Irish blood I had no wish to take part in 
a civil war. Other soldiers, for different reasons, 
felt the same and when I eventually arrived in 
India I heard that there had been a mutiny at the 
Curragh amongst soldiers who refused to take 
arms against Unionists opposed to Home Rule. 

Soldiers hold back the crowd trying to stop Churchill 
speaking in favour of Home Rule at Ulster Hall 1912

Unionist demonstration against Home Rule March 23rd 1914

A Soldier in an Old Country
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