Harry Hewson’s First World War Memoirs
In 1913 Harry Hewson joined the Fifth Battalion Duke of Cornwall Light Infantry.  He was only fifteen years old, but he managed to twist his age as he was very tall.

Parades were held twice weekly at the barracks (Tuesdays and Wednesdays from 7 until 9 p.m.).  Even though the hours were short, the police were sent to investigate if you failed to attend parades.

Before the war broke out, Harry attended two camps.  The first camp was at Whitley Bay in Durham, where he learned to shoot and to be a bomb thrower.  Every man had to take his turn in the ‘butts’ where targets were changed, and Harry remembered at least three men getting killed by stray bullets.  There was also a Royal Flying Corps base nearby.  Harry recalled that aeroplanes were always crashing and one man got killed when he was there.  The second camp he attended was in the long grasses of Salisbury Plain, where a big military review was being held.  It was during his time at this camp that war was declared in England (4th August, 1914).

The Fifth Battalion Duke of Cornwall Light Infantry left England in late 1914 bound for France, on a merchantman vessel – the ship was escorted by two destroyers as a caution against possible U boat attacks.  The ship reached Calais safely and from there the forces had to march to the fighting front and hold out in whatever way they could, until the main forces arrived.

Until the end of 1914, Harry fought in every type of terrain; villages, woods and crop fields to name a few.  Woods were particularly dangerous as it was difficult to see the enemy.  Some of the sights in the countryside were terrible.  Harry remembered a graveyard full of corpses churned up by rapid continuous gunfire.

By late October trenches had been dug.  These were shallow, but as war progressed these were deepened and duckboards and revetting added.  Bedding was rough – each man was issued a poor mattress and two blankets; later they received only one blanket due to shortages.
Later in the year, the Duke of Cornwall Light Infantry were joined by the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers.  Harry liked these ‘gentle giants’ very much, and they nicknamed him ‘Coxers’.

Christmas day in the trenches was a great experience.  Men received parcels from home and the Salvation Army played behind the lines.  A couple of them handed out gifts – Harry got cigarettes but he gave them away as he didn’t smoke at that time.  In return, his mates gave him half of their food parcels.  Every man received double rations for the day, including an extra ladle of rum.
In 1915 Harry got the post of guide to relief forces.  He had to travel to Arras station and march new troops to the front.  The first battalion Harry received was Russian.  He remembered being shocked to see the men dressed in white tunics.  Harry explained to the commanding officers that they were too brightly coloured and he took them to the quarter master where they were all issued with khaki.  These men became great companions of the ‘Tommies’ and remained friends until the end of the war, being ever grateful to Harry.

When the relief force went into the front line, Harry and his mates were given two weeks leave with pay.  When they got to the town, they scrubbed themselves and their uniforms – a rare luxury.  Harry recalled that nothing could break khaki,
“Rub holes in it”, the sergeant told him, but Harry said that he didn’t like to cheat.  
In their spare time the men occasionally went for a drink.  One day a group of drunken soldiers were smashing open a house when the ‘Redcaps’ (as the military police were known) burst in and made the culprits pay for the damage.  Another day a young soldier shot himself because he couldn’t bear to face the front.  It wasn’t the first time that this type of thing had happened.  Harry recalled, 
“Some would just drop their rifles and walk out.  We were ordered to shoot them or we would get shot.  I didn’t like to shoot them poor things.  I caught some eight one day but I told them to take their chance.”
When they got back to the front, the men were issued flannel gas masks against the new German weapons.  
“They also had that there flammenwerfer”, said Harry, “By gum!  That used to roast everything in its path!”  
The British troops were also issued ‘tin hats’, a new short bayonet (one which Harry strongly preferred), and rifle grenades; these grenades were screwed onto the rifle muzzle and fired with a blank round.  
“By gum!  Them things used to go off like a firecracker”, Harry recalled.

It was sometime during 1915 that Lord Kitchener visited France.  Harry saw him, even though the general, like most commanders, preferred to keep a long distance from the front.

In 1916 Harry and his friend William (a sergeant) were chosen at a big parade to join the Guards Division and go to the Somme.  

“I didn’t want to join the Guards, ‘Jerry’ always knew where they were.  There was no way out though, we had to obey orders like everyone else,” Harry recalled.  

It was at this time that a captain who the men were all very fond of was posted to another sector.  When the men heard the news, some actually broke down and cried.

The Somme was an extremely fierce battle which lasted three months with a final total of 1,200,000 casualties for both sides by the end of the campaign.

Among the many duties he performed, Harry went on wire cutting parties quite frequently.  The wire cutters were very heavy and if ‘Jerry’ discovered the plot, the party usually had to drop tools and scarper.
On the first day of the Somme the British suffered some 57,000 casualties, the blackest day in the British army, with much smaller gains than expected.

For the next three months, the men of the British, French and German armies survived in unbearable conditions.  For weeks they stood in the slimy ever-present mud without food for two or three days at a time, living amongst rotten corpses upon which filthy giant trench rats gorged themselves.  Lice infested the men and their hair grew long and matted.

“I never had so many lice in my life.  I used to get a lighted match along the seams of my khaki to kill them, but in the end I got an iron sent out.  When I pressed my uniform they used to crack like firecrackers.  You couldn’t help it, everyone got them,” Harry remembered.

Uniforms became rags still with mud and boots and socks and puttees literally rotted away from the soldiers’ feet.  Disease was inevitable the Harry suffered trenchfoot, which scarred him all his life.  The only drink available was from shell hole water.  It was eventually made forbidden to drink this water, through poisoning by corpses, rust and gas, however, this rule still didn’t prevent slavering men from taking it.

In April 1917 a new campaign opened at Arras.  Harry recalled,

“I saw a hundred and two of them aeroplanes fly over to drop bombs on the German trenches.  They had to go over because we couldn’t shift the bugger.  We used tanks as well.  I was the first man to guide them up to the line!  The Canadians were with us too, the losses were terrible.  That wasn’t war – that was brutality.”

Later in the war the Americans turned up to fight.  Harry didn’t like their ways very much.

“They’d jump up and down on the parapet, singing and dancing.  I told them ‘Get down you bloody fools or Jerry’ll get you all,’ but they didn’t take much notice, but by gum, we were grateful to them; I don’t think we’d have won the war without them,” Harry said.

Many soldiers of the British and American armies alike died of influenza.

“I always made sure I didn’t get a dose of that, and I kept myself warm because there was no cure for it,” Harry stated.

One day a British Cavalry Squadron came up to the station to be guided up to the line.

“You’re not taking them horses out there are you?  You’ll get them all shot and you know it you damn fool,” Harry had told the officers; so he took them back and was so grateful.

Harry said that when the year 1917 ended, the war was at its peak with the allied armies gaining a slight upper hand from victories at Cambrai, Messines and Arras, and with the declaration of war upon Germany and her allies by the United States of America.  Although the French army mutinied to epidemic proportions, this was kept secret, and was disguised by great offensives staged by the British army.
The main offensives on the Western front in 1918 were the great German offensive which began on 21st March 1918, and the British counter offensives which started in August the same year.  During the German offensive, Harry was guiding reinforcements to the front line when he was hit ‘square on the head’ by a shrapnel shell which killed several men around him.  He was dressed and bandaged, bundled into a lorry and taken to Boulogne hospital.  From there, a nurse walked him for a mile up to the hospital itself, where men were laid up everywhere.  Harry was saved by his operation, but the shock badly affected his memory and caused him to suffer occasional migraines all his life.  Harry recalled,

“Those nurses were lovely though, and they were strong too.  They could lift a twelve stone man, no trouble.  The doctors said to me, ‘Do you want to go to ‘Blighty’, Harry?  We can get you a discharge and a pension.’  But I said, ‘No, I’ll stay here with the lads,’ and by gum, they were pleased.  They treated me like a king for the rest of the time I was there.”

Six months later, Harry had recovered and was back with his mates at La Bassee, who were as cheerful as could be expected of them, because the German army had pushed the whole of the allied line back and had nearly reached Arras.

As autumn came, the allies began their counteroffensives, and slowly began beating back the Germans in the same way that they had been beaten back.  Soon the Germans, exhausted by their own offensives were giving up in their thousands.

Harry recalled,

“One day I captured a load of ‘em.  They were all in that trench smiling at me, saying ‘Kamerad, kamerad, Tommy.’  I can still see their faces today.  One of ‘em came at me, but I prodded me bayonet in his belly, and I said to him, ‘Get out yer bugger!’  We got them out of the trench and took their ammunition.  I warned ‘em, ‘Get down that road and no funny tricks either or you’ll get your own bullets in yer backs!’, and they did as they were told, we took a thousand that day, but some of them lads were so young – lovely lads they were.”

Harry remembered that as the men went back to Arras, he had talked to them and he recalled,
“Some of ‘em could speak English and they’d lived in East Ham, near where I lived.  ‘Shall we get food where we’re going, Harry?’ one of ‘em said to me, and do you know, some of ‘em hadn’t been fed in two and a half days.  ‘Well, follow me,’ I said ‘and you’ll get some nice hot grub down yer.’  The men continued talking as they went for the cookhouse, ‘What are we fighting for anyway Harry?’ one of ‘em said to me, ‘We don’t want to fight you,’ he said.  ‘Aye, you say you don’t, but you keep it up don’t you?’ I told him.  ‘What are we fighting for anyway?  Why, it’s all a bloody generals’ game.’  As we went down that road, I was stopped by an officer stuck in the top of a barn.  ‘Where d’you think you’re taking those men?’ he said.  ‘Well, where do you think I’m takin’ them?’ I said, ‘I’m takin’ ‘em where they can get some nice hot grub down ‘em.’  ‘Oh!’ he said, ‘D’you want a medal?’  But I said, ‘No sir, thank you.’  Because what’s the use of them things in the line anyway?  ‘Well, do you want a stripe then?’ he said, but I said ‘No’ because I didn’t like the thought of ordering our lads about after what we’d been through.  He let me get on my way though, and they got some nice hot grub.  I got one of them spiked helmets as well, but I reckon some bugger nicked it before I got back to England!”
Soon, the British and Belgian armies were advancing through Belgium, and Harry’s mob were advancing towards Lille City.  Harry claimed that he was the first man to walk on Belgian soil, and that his regiment was the first in Lille City.  After a long struggle which was very bloody, the allies took Lille, much to the joy of the occupants.  Harry recalled,

“Those villages were beautiful with all the white walls and thatched roofs.  We went along the streets and they called to us, ‘Tea Tommy, bath Tommy!’  ‘I’ll be right along in a minute, Missus!’ I said.  We loved the Belgians, they were so kind to us.  I had trouble getting rid of one lass who wanted to marry me, but by gum, she was nice to me.  One day though, Jerry dropped gas shells along the road.  We cleared all the people to the side and we said, ‘Don’t get a gobful of that gas.’  Well, most of them couldn’t speak English, so I had to point to me mouth, but no one was hurt, thank goodness.”

Lille was the last position Harry’s battalion reached before the armistice.  There were vast celebrations among the troops, but the men were warned not to mix with the enemy, just in case it was all a German hoax.  Harry remembered,

“They had them girls laid on for us, four or five of them each in seven houses.  A sergeant from Gainsborough took me down, but I knew what he was up to.  I said to one of them lasses, ‘How many men have you had today?’  ‘Forty!’ she said.  ‘Well, I aren’t touching you then!’ I said to her.  ‘Come on, Sarge, let’s get out of here,’ I said to him.  Some of those lads were so filthy, it was disgusting.  But, oh, we were thankful that it had ended.  I’m not a religious man, but, oh, I got down on my knees and thanked God that it was all over.”
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