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On the 16th January 1915, we marched to 
Southampton in poorly fitting boots that left us in 
an awful state by the time we arrived.  The next 
day we embarked for Le Havre in a ship heavily 
camoflaged because of the ever present threat of 

submarines.  Shortly after we arrived we boarded a 
train made up of cattle trucks, far worse than what 
we’d experienced in India.  Outside the carriage 
window the fields of northern France that passed 
by looked a lot like home.

Off to the FrontOff to the Front

Watch a range of WW1 clips from 
recruitment to women workers on 
the ITN

Source website:http://www.
itnsource.com/compilation/
S13110602

Original picture from War Game by 
Michael Foreman
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Off to the Front

Heroic welcomes were few and far between at the end of the war.  By 
then the sight of British soldiers arriving in France was so common, and 
the French were so sick of the fi ghting that they were ignored.  However, 
when William White arrived the need for more troops was so critical 
that newcomers were warmly welcomed.  Later in the war, soldiers would 
be kept in holding camps at Etaples, the “Bullring” for extra training but 
William White and the men of the 2nd Buff s were experienced regular 
soldiers so they were thrown into the thick of things soon after arriving.

‘Soldier’s welcome.’   Michael Foreman  ‘War Game’

On the 21st January we arrived at Hazebrouck 
station and then marched four and a half miles to 
Rouge Croix .  To begin with, we were treated like 
heroes by the French and Belgium people.  Flowers 
and food were pressed into our hands, as we passed 

along the roads towards the great struggle against 
the Germans that was raging around a town we 
called Wipers (Ypres).  However as we got closer to 
the sound of the guns the sight of wounded soldiers 
reminded us of what war was all about.

Hazebrouck, a French town on the Belgium 
borders, is part of an area called Flanders.  In 
1915 it was a major supply hub and rail junction 
used for transporting British soldiers to the front 
line and in particular Ypres.  Its importance led it 
to become a key target for the Germans.
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Eventually it was our turn to move into the 
Ypres Salient.  Boarded up London buses 
were used to take us as close as possible to the 
ruined town before we made our way along the 

communication trenches to the front line.  You 
soon learnt to keep you head down at Wipers, as 
we were surrounded by Germans on three sides.  

Off to the Front

Ypres occupied a strategic position during World 
War I because it stood in the path of Germany’s 
planned sweep across Belgium and into France. 
Tommies nicknamed Ypres “Wipers.” but also 
called it the “Blood Tub,” because it was the scene 
of some of the worst fi ghting of the war with 
two hundred thousand soldiers from the British 
Empire being killed here.  If wounded and missing 
are added, the total number of casualties in Ypres 
between 1914-18 come to over a million. 

At the outbreak of the First World War in 
August 1914, the army was ill prepared to fi ght 
in France.  Faced with a shortage of suitable 
lorries to get the army to where it was needed 
London B-type buses  were requisitioned by 
the Army for military use. With its windows 

boarded up and suitably camoufl aged, over 900 
buses performed a vital role in providing troop 
transport, ambulances and mobile signal stations 
on the Western Front as part of the Army Service 
Corps (A.S.C.).

London Buses   Michael Foreman   ‘War Game’ 
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Off to the Front

We soon got used to the 
routine of life in the front 
line.  The Germans in front of 
us were only a short distance 
away across what we called, 
‘No Man’s Land’ and so we 
always had to be prepared. 
Dawn was the time when an 
attack was most expected so 
we were ordered to ‘Stand 
To’ at this time every day.  
All of us would climb up on 
the fire step ready to meet 
the Germans, who obviously 
had a very similar routine 
as ‘Stand To’ sometimes led 
to a frantic exchange of fire 
known as ‘Morning Hate.’  

When the war began in France and Flanders 
there was a deadlock which meant that each 
side had to dig trenches for protection from 
bullets and explosive shells. These trenches 
stretched from Channel ports to Switzerland.

A trench was usually 2 metres wide and 2 
metres deep, and was dug in a zigzag so that 
the blast from an exploding shell would be 
confi ned to only a small section of the trench. 
Firing steps helped the soldiers to fi re through 
the parapet of sand bags. To facilitate this 
a fi re-step was dug into the forward side of 
the trench. The fi re-step was 2 or 3 ft high.  

Periscopes were used (see bottom left) to 
avoid having to put your head over the trench 
to observe the enemy. The back of the trench 
was called the parados.  Soldiers would scrape 
a dugout or bolt here.  No Man’s land was 
the land that lay between the trench and the 
enemy line.  Barbed wire and sometimes mines 
were placed here to protect from the attack 
that both sides knew would come sooner 
or later.

Ypres 1915 Imperial War Museum
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Eventually we were ‘stood down’.  One man in 
each of the three man zig-zag bays was always left 
to stand sentry on the fire-step whilst the other two 
‘enjoyed’ their breakfast.  It was never up to much 
and it was certainly not worth hoarding food in 
the front line as the rats, which were as big as cats, 
would have it.  You also lived from one sunrise 

to the next and didn’t look too far ahead. If it did 
anything, it made you grow closer to the men 
alongside you who shared the ordeal.  Letters from 
home were very important for us, but we would 
always share whatever was sent out for us with 
our pals.

Off to the Front

Water was always in short supply in the front 
line.  It came to up to the front line in petrol 
cans and soldiers said they could tell whether 
it had been in a BP or Shell tin by the taste.   
Soldiers used the water for making tea 
and washing.  They were not allowed to go 
unshaven so would use the dregs of their 
morning cuppa to shave with.

Food for a front line soldier consisted of bully 
beef, eaten cold from a tin, rock hard biscuits 
known as hard tack and sometimes a bit of 
cheese.  They were also issued tins of jam. 
Tickler’s Plum and Apple Jam (left) was the 
least popular brand. The Germans probably 
liked it even less as the tins were used to 
make home made bombs! (bottom left).

Parcels from home were important for morale. 
The Crayford National School Log Book 
(above) shows that children at the school sent 
parcels out to former pupils.

Front Line Trench   Michael Foreman  ‘War Game’

604172 William White.indd   51 25/08/2011   12:05



52   Chalky the Crayford Swallow

Off to the Front

You spent about eight days in the front line, and 
four days in the reserve trench before pulling back 
for four days “rest” in the rear areas.  This was 
where our guns were. In a letter Mum had told 
me that on some days they could hear these big 
guns even in Crayford.  Even though our time out 
of the line was called a rest we were often drawn 

into fatigues, such as unloading ammunition or 
carrying rations up to the front line. When we had 
a breather we spent our time chatting. Chats were 
lice and we were so dirty we were covered with 
them. We would run a candle along the seams of 
our uniforms to try and get rid of their eggs but it 
never worked.

        11th February, 1915

Dear Bill

How are you?  I think of you every day and pray that you will come to no harm.  On 

certain days we can even hear the guns here in Crayford so it must be awful for you 

out there.  Vickers is taking on more and more people as they are working day and 

night.  They are making something called a Gunbus. We see them flying over us here. 

With so many men away they are asking for women to get involved with all sorts of 

jobs.  They call the girls at Vickers ‘Munitionettes’ but they are also getting girls to 

help out on the trams and buses and they are even training them for the police.  Can 

you imagine one of your sisters as a Bobby in the Police Box on Crayford Bridge?

I love you son. Remember your promise to return home to me? Are there swallows in 

the skies there? We’ll pray for you.

Take care son, all my love

Mum X
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Changing Roles of Women in the Great War

Off to the Front

Prior to the First World War a woman’s role in 
society was generally confi ned to the domestic 
sphere and to certain types of jobs:  ‘Women’s 
Work.’ In Great Britain just before World War I, 
out of a population of about 24 million women, 
around 1.7 million worked in domestic service, 
800,000 worked in the textile manufacturing 
industry, 600,000 worked in the clothing trades, 

500,000 worked in commerce and 260,000 
in local and national government (including 
teaching). By 1914 nearly 5.09 million out of 
the 23.8 million women in Britain were working. 
Thousands worked in munitions factories 
like Vickers in Crayford.  They were known as 
munitionettes and helped to build both aircraft 
and machine guns. 

Police Box Crayford Bridge Police Woman

Bus Conductress

Crayford tram outside Vickers‘Munitionette’
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Evidence of these munitionette’s labour was all 
around me.  We had four Vickers machine guns 
in our battalion and it was strange to think that 
somebody I knew back home had probably made 
them.  We also saw planes over our heads every 
day in Ypres.  Those same Vickers Gunbus planes 

Mum had mentioned in her letters would now 
pass above our front line trench on patrol.  I often 
found myself looking up at them in the sky and 
found their dog fights a welcome distraction to the 
sometimes monotonous routine of the front line.

The main function of the Vickers’ Crayford Works 
between 1914 -1918 was the manufacture 
of the Vickers machine gun, a development of 
Hiram Maxim’s invention, and aircraft like the 
FB5 ‘Gun-bus’.   Crayford was one of the only 
factories that could build and arm a plane from 
start to fi nish. Towards the end of the war larger 
aircraft like the Vickers Vimy were built and one 
of them may have been the machine that was 
piloted across the Atlantic by Alcock and Brown in 
June 1919.

Aerial combat Michael Foreman ‘War Game’

Aircraft production at Vickers Crayford.
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Off to the Front

All of us knew that at some point we would be 
ordered to go ‘Over the Top’ that is to climb out 
of our trench and try to take the German’s front 
line trench.  Our turn came on the 15th February 
1915. At exactly 9pm the whistle blew and we left 
our trench to cross ‘No Man’s Land’ which was 

ankle deep in mud. They obviously knew we were 
coming, as soon a deadly hail of lead spat at us in 
the pitch dark from the German lines. Fear and 
adrenaline drove me towards their trench, but I 
don’t know how I made it when so many of my 
mates didn’t.

At 9pm on the 15th February 1915 Pte 
William White and the 2nd Buff s attacked a 
German trench in the Ypres Salient known as 
‘O’ Trench. They had to charge down a muddy 
slope with fi xed bayonets for fi fty yards and 
then climb another slope at least 120 yards 
long to reach their objective.  As soon as 
they left their trench they were shelled and 
machine gunned by the Germans who knew 
in advance about their attack.  William White 
was one of the lucky survivors of the attack 
which left 15 men killed, 50 wounded and 
10 missing.

The lines above right from William White to his mother were quoted 
in the local newspaper, The Bexley and District Times in March 1915.  
The good work he refers to is probably the capture of the German ‘O’ 
trench.  He also mentions that he was slightly wounded in this attack.

The Second Battle of Ypres, 22 April to 25 May, 1915 
Richard Jack                        Canadian War Museum

Dear Mum,

Our battalion is doing very good work out here, as you 
will see by the papers. I had a slight wound the other day but nothing to cry about…I hope to stick it to the end of the war.

Your Loving son

Bill
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Off to the front

Despite the huge cost we paid in taking the 
German’s trench we were not given a rest and 
within a week we were ordered to take over some 
trenches from the French near a devastated town 
close to Ypres, called Locre.  These trenches were in 
very bad condition; they were knee deep in water, 
and with parapets* so rotten as not to be bullet 

proof.  Very soon this state of things had its effect 
and many of us went down suffering from swollen 
feet and frost bite.  The first night we took over 
we had to crawl out into ‘No Man’s Land’ and do 
our best to lay some new barbed wire to protect us 
from attack.

Laying barbed wire  
Michael Foreman ‘War Game’

*The parapet was the front wall of the trench
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