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Sniper

The date now is seared into my memory.  
The 23rd February 1915.  The last day I 
would ever use my legs.  It had been a quiet 
day after the wiring party the night before. 
I had been out collecting water when, 
suddenly, out of the blue, a single shot 
rang out. They say you can hear the bullet 
coming. I’m here to tell you... that it’s true. 
That single bullet came roaring through the 
afternoon air and struck me in the neck. 
I had just been in the process of standing 
up when it hit me, like a thousand bee 
stings or a red hot poker on the left side of 
my neck.  The next thing I knew I was face 
down in the mud.

‘Thank you very much for relieving me of thinking 

Bill was dead.  It gave several of us a surprise as 

there was a very strong rumour that he was dead.  

But thank God he is not as life is sweet as such an 

age as his.  Tell him we are going back to our first 

place again.  He may tell you what it is like.’

Lance Corporal Wilkins ‘B’ Company 2nd Battalion 

The Buffs Royal East Kent Regiment

Letter written by Corporal Wilkins to a mutual friend of William White in 
Crayford and quoted in the Bexley and District Times article, “Crayford Soldier 
Wounded” (left) March 1915.
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For a long moment, I didn’t know if I was dead 
or alive.  I sensed the dirt in my mouth more than 
I tasted it.  I wanted to get up, to lift my face off 
the ground, to spit the dirt out of my mouth but I 
couldn’t move.  Then the horror hit me-I couldn’t 
feel anything below my neck! What happened 

next? I can only guess as I lost consciousness. 
I know my mates in ‘B’ Company found me and 
that Lance Corporal Wilkins thought I was dead, 
but they still got me to a forward aid post and 
the next I knew I was in a bed in the General 
Hospital in Boulogne.

Sniper

The 2nd Buff s War Diary noted at 6am on the 
23rd February 1915 that improvements were 
being made to the trenches on the day that 
William White was shot by a German sniper.  
His wounding is not referred to directly and in 
fact it makes a point of saying that there was 

‘little activity’ that day. It lists one soldier (other 
rank) as being killed.  This is almost certainly 
referring to William White and shows how 
seriously wounded he must have been that his 
comrades gave him up for dead.

“It was evidently feared 
in the regiment that 
Private White was killed.”

‘little activity’ that day. It lists one soldier (other 
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Sniper

As I look back on this experience, I realise that on 
that fateful day, I was in the eyes of this sniper, 
for how long…I do not know.  I was not aware 
that while I was carrying the tins of water back to 
our trench, a German sniper had me in his sights. 

When he pulled that trigger and saw me go down, 
I am sure he would have thought he had killed 
me as I lay face down helpless in the mud but he 
didn’t get me, at least not there.

The recovery of the wounded from 
the battlefi eld was diffi  cult and often 
dangerous. Generally, the wounded had 
to be carried on stretchers by men 
serving in the Royal Army Medical Corps 
(R.A.M.C.) over open ground under 
enemy fi re, or through the congested and 
zig-zagging trenches. After a battle many 
wounded could be left stranded in shell-
holes in No man’s land. Many stretcher-
bearers were wounded or killed trying to 
help them. 

It was often chance whether a wounded 
soldier would survive. When things 
were quiet they could be moved to 
the Casualty Clearing Stations (CCS), 
‘behind-the-lines’, quite quickly, but when 
there was heavy fi ghting these centres 
struggled to cope.  It was then up to a 
Medical Offi  cer at an Advanced Dressing 
Station (ADS) to decide who they could 
help.  They graded men under a triage 
system: a) The less seriously wounded b) 
Those requiring life-saving treatment and 
c) Hopeless cases. William White was 
wounded at a quiet time.  During a major 
battle he would have been given up as a 
hopeless case.
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Sniper

I know it must have been a terrible shock for 
Mum when she got the telegram saying I’d been 
wounded and was seriously ill in hospital.  It 
was a relief to be able to get news to her that the 
doctors at Boulogne were hoping to operate and 
remove the bullet that had lodged itself in the 9th 

dorsal vertebrae of my spine.  They told me that 
once the pressure had been released there was a 
chance I would get feeling back into my legs and 
that my wound was a ‘Blighty’*, meaning I’d be 
going home to England to recover.

*Blighty was a slang term for Britain, 
deriving from the Hindustani word viláyatîí  
pronounced biláti , originally meaning 
something like “province”. In India the term 
became to refer to Britain. During World 
War I, “Dear Old Blighty” was a common 
sentimental reference, suggesting a longing 
for home by soldiers in the trenches. During 
that war, a Blighty wound -- a wound serious 
enough to require recuperation away from 
the trenches but not serious enough to kill or 
maim the victim—was hoped for by many, 
and sometimes self-infl icted
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Dear Mum  Sunday 5th  March, 1915

I don’t want you worrying about me but I thought I should let you know how I ended up with my Blighty wound.

About 4.45 on February 23rd a bullet entered my neck just below the left ear.  The bullet, striking the spine, paralysed my whole body down to my feet, the only things I can move being my arms.  The bullet travelled down my back until it reached the 9th vertebrae and was taken out last Thursday. Now the bullet is out the pressure is off my spine, they are waiting for the movement to come back to my body and legs.  The doctor could not promise me.  I should be in England in a month, but he hopes so.  He said the power of movement might come back suddenly. 

Please don’t worry about me. I’m being well looked after and will be back home in Blighty before you know it.

Your loving son,
Bill XLetter from William White to his mother quoted 

in the Bexley and District Times article, “Crayford 
Soldier Wounded” March 1915

The Telegram                                              Michael Foreman
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