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Western Front Association Chesterfield Branch – Meetings 2023 

Meetings start at 7.30pm and take place at the Labour Club, Unity House, Saltergate, Chesterfield S40 1NF 

January 4th . AGM + `British League of Help` by Dudley Giles. Nearly 90 towns, 

cities, and organisations in the UK, Australia, Canada and Mauritius signed 

up in the period 1920-1922 to 'adopt' a village, town or city in the 

Devastated Zone of France.   

    

    

February 7th `The First AIR War`` by Grant Cullen. Based on a collection of rare 
photographs acquired over 20 years ago at a yard sale in Hazelwood, 
Missouri, US,  this will look at the various protagonists in WW1 – people and 
Planes  

    

    

March 
 
 

7th `Voie Sacree` by Roy Larkin.  The story of the road that connects Bar-le-
Duc to Verdun It was given its name because of the vital role it played 

during the Battle of Verdun in World War I. 

April 4th "For Home and Honour` by Yvonne Ridgeway and James Kay. A bit of a 
history of our local community in North Sheffield during WW1, from their 
own research, looking at recruitment, the 1st Sheffield blitz, the tribunals 
for those wishing to avoid military service and some of the local soldiers' 
stories.  

    

    

May 
 

2nd 
 The First World War contribution of Dulmial Village, in present day 

Pakistan by Dr Irfan Malik. His Gt. Grandfathers experiences in WW1, and 

the wider role of muslim  soldiers during that conflict 
    

June 6th Stepbrothers in Arms: the Conscript Experience in 1918 By Tim Lynch 

who will  examine the myths and realities of the army of 1918 

and what the evidence actually tells us about ideas of cohesion, 

morale and professionalism in the BEF. 
    

July 
  

4th 
  

Dr Rebecca Ball  'Daddy, what did you do in the great War?' Drawing 
upon fifty working-class autobiographies, this talk examines the impact of 
the Great War on fifty English families with a particular focus on fathers.     

August 1st Dr. Adam Prime – a newly appointed WFA Trustee who will talk about  
'India's Great War' This talk looks at India's contribution to the First World 
War in every sense of the word.     

September 
 5th 

"Dark Satanic Mills - How Britain's Industry Went to War". By Andy Rawson This 
is an insight into the wide range of factories across the country, which 
worked around the clock to keep up with the expanding requirements of 
the armed services.     

October 
 3rd 

Hedley Malloch  Left Behind – the fate of British soldiers trapped behind 
German lines in Belgium and France after the Retreat of 1914 

    

November 7th Peter Hart – Trench Humour -a look at how soldiers use humour to 
get through the horrors of trench warfare. 
  

    
    

December 
 5th 

David Blanchard - The Casualty Evacuation Chain from Hill 60, Ypres, in early 
1915 
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Secretary`s Scribbles  

Dear Members and Friends, 

Welcome to the issue 90 of our Branch Newsletter for August 
2023. I`m really getting in front of myself getting this 
newsletter out well before the end of the month! 
 
On Tuesday 1st August, we welcome a first time visitor to the 
Branch Dr. Adam Prime 
 
Adam is a historian of the Indian Army with a PhD from the 

University of Leicester. Between 2016 and 2020 he lectured in Military and 
International History at the University of Salford. He has published book chapters on 
the Indian Army’s defence of the Suez Canal in 1914 & 1915 and on the make up of 
the Indian Army Officer Corps in the late Victorian period. 
 
 Adam has been on the WFA National Executive Committee since 2021. 
 

'India's Great War' This talk looks at India's 
contribution to the First World War in every 
sense of the word. It takes in the huge 
recruitment boom. It also looks at the 
experiences of Indian soldiers (and their 
British officers) on the Western Front, in 
Gallipoli, in Mesopotamia and in the Middle 
East. Finally, it looks at India itself; and the 
actions undertaken there to defend the North 
West Frontier. Of particular interest, and 
based on his recent research, is Kitchener's 
willingness to risk Indian security entirely in 
order to defeat Germany. This talk comes 
from part of Adam`s PhD thesis. Like 
Rebecca Ball last month it is good to see 
younger people coming to the fore . 
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Adam`s talk will be complimentary to that given by Dr. Irfan Malik a couple of 
months ago. 
 
I would like to take the opportunity, through this newsletter to thank 
Chesterfield Councillor, Ian Callan and his brother Andy for the recent donations 
of books to the Branch. These books of course are used to support our raffles at 
Branch meetings which in turn keeps our funds in a healthy state. Some 
branches have struggled to get back on their feet after the covid lockdowns but 
we are fortunate that our numbers are back to pre-covid levels, together with 
the generosity of our attendees supporting the raffle. 
 
If you remember this time last year Andy Rawson conducted two `expeditions` 
on the hills west of Sheffield, exploring the sites of the Redmires Camp where 
the Sheffield Pals did their basic training in the Great War. Andy has offered to 
do likewise in August – response has been good , with it being likely that he will 
be guiding two outings. I will be letting those interested know shortly what 
dates Andy is proposing.   Thanks, Andy, for arranging these and to those 
members for supporting.  
 
Once again we have a full issue of the Newsletter, I`m always looking for new 
material for inclusion. If you have anything suitable, please get in touch. 
 
Full ahead now for our 1st of August meeting. 
 
Best regards, 
 
Grant 
 

Grant Cullen   Branch Secretary   
 

07824628638   grantcullen@hotmail.com 
 

July Meeting    

 Dr. Rebecca Ball 

Rebecca is an early career researcher, currently 

writing a book on the everyday lives of the English 

working class between 1900 and 1945. She completed 

her undergraduate degree in Modern History and 

Politics in 2013 at the University of Manchester, after 

which she completed her MA in History in 2014. 

Clearly not put off by endless research, she decided 

to continue on and undertake her PhD at the 

University of Wolverhampton, which she completed in 

2022.  Her PhD was inspired by her MA research on 

childhood in Britain during the First World War and 

this research also inspired her talk ….. 

 

mailto:grantcullen@hotmail.com
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'Daddy, what did YOU do in the Great War?' Drawing upon fifty working-

class autobiographies, this talk examined the impact of the Great War on fifty English 

families with a particular focus on fathers. It explored too the childhood experiences 

of individuals whose father was absent on the Home Front and compares them with 

the experiences of those whose family remained together due to their father's 

exemption. 

 

 

Rebecca said that when picking out the 50 autobiographies, she achieved an 

almost 50-50 split – male and female…26 female and 26 mail, all working class 

born in England  in the years 1900 to 1915. She wanted to explore what it was 

like to be a child in one war, and an adult in another. 

She used the extensive archive of social historian, John Burnett, a collector of 

working class autobiographies. 

https://www.brunel.ac.uk/life/library/ArchivesAndSpecialCollections/Burnett-

Archive-of-Working-Class-Autobiographies 

These did reveal a wide range of experiences and Rebecca said she wanted to 

explore what it was like to be  a child in a conflict…summed up by that famous 

poster entitled…'Daddy, what did YOU do in the Great War?' 

From this propaganda poster, the young girl is questioning what her father did in the 

war, whilst her brother is, rather pointedly playing with soldiers on the floor. The 

audience knows the answer that the girl expects…that her father fought in the 

https://www.brunel.ac.uk/life/library/ArchivesAndSpecialCollections/Burnett-Archive-of-Working-Class-Autobiographies
https://www.brunel.ac.uk/life/library/ArchivesAndSpecialCollections/Burnett-Archive-of-Working-Class-Autobiographies
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conflict..any other answer would be unpatriotic…hence the rather guilty look on his 

face. 

When she started out on these investigations she wanted to define the answers of 

children’s` experience of absence, loss and death. What she did find was that during 

the war family life was far more nuanced than she had originally anticipated. 

 

 

Rebecca said her talk would cover three areas 

 Death in the First World War 

 Wartime activities of fathers 

 The impact of the war on family life 

Rebecca started with a quote from then autobiography of James Challender Newton. 

James was born in 1912 in North London. He recalls that his father, a butcher to 

trade, joined the 7th Battalion of The Royal Fusiliers in 1915 and writing later said  

“ A tragedy occurred in August 1918 when my father was killed in action at Oppy 

wood in Flanders” 

Rebecca expected that this would be a recurrent event in her sample of 50 

autobiographies, considering over 700000 men from the United Kingdom (including 

Ireland at that time.) 

As Jay winter said in his book Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, `Public 

Commemoration and War Memorials have fixed the narrative of death in 

contemporary British culture because death is the message that they convey` 

In the aftermath of the war, there was very few places that you could look back on 

without thinking of the dead. 

Historians have usually placed the absence of fathers through service and or death at 

the centre of children’s` experiences. However, Rebecca`s researches revealed a 

differing view where death was not the central experience, this because of the 50 

individuals being studied, James Challender Newton was the only child in that sample 

whose father was killed in action. Third part of her talk would explain why the 

mortality rate was so low amongst this sample. 

From the sample considered, it became apparent that not all of the 50 had a father 

alive at the time war broke out in 1914. Whilst Ww1 is usually associated with death, 

civilian health actually began to improve due to a variety of factors, improvement in 

diet and improvement in social housing. From 1915 mortality through infectious 

disease began to drop, indeed the death rate was lower even allowing for the war 

itself. The years immediately before the war was a period of high mortality and short 

life expectancy, the average for working class men, being 46 and 53 in women. 

From the 50 autobiographies, 46 had their father or stepfather alive during WW1. The 

remaining four mothers remained as widows 
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Of these only 13 had fathers absent on active service 

12 survived – one was killed in action  – the father of James Challender Newton 

Survival rate of those enlisted 92% 

So, what did this depend upon 

 Age 

 Location of posting(s) 

 Length of service 

 Position or rank in the military 

Rebecca said that whilst the talk was focussing of fathers in the war, the impact of 

losing a sibling was not – it being more likely that a child would lose a brother or 

sister than a father during the war. It was brothers rather than fathers who had the 

highest probability of being killed in action, given the high mortality rate of under 

25s in WW1 

Harry Dorrell was born in London in 1903, one of 7 children and was 11 when two of 

his brothers enlisted in the army. His brother Alfie died just after the Armistice when 

he had a fatal fall on board navy warship and this badly affected Harry as tales of 

heroism were of little consolation to him… 

…a sense of isolation surrounded me, not comprehending but knowing it was true 

that he wouldn’t see his Alfie again, I did not cry..I stayed silent… 

That being said, the high incidence of sibling death did have an impact on those 

compiling these autobiographies. 

Emily Thornbury, in her autobiography recalls the deaths of two of her brothers early 

in the war which she blamed on the fact that both were officers and wore distinctive 

marks on their uniforms, making them targets for the enemy. The army realised this 

and made changes accordingly, but, alas for Emily`s brothers Alec and Leonard, was 

too late 

Kathleen Botterton in her autobiography when asking `What did you do in the war, 

Daddy, asked , when answered, why he did not undertake military service. The 

reason? He was exempt. 

What were the reasons for exemption.? 

By a significant majority the main reason was that the fathers were in reserved 

occupations. 

From the sample considered by Rebecca 16 were in those occupations considered by 

the war office to be indispensable to the war effort and were therefore exempt. 3 

were exempt on account of age, 7 were considered medically unfit with the others in 

the sample not be categorised from the information contained in the 

autobiographies. 

Rebecca went on to give detailed descriptions of family life – including breakdowns in 

relationship, infidelity included, in a wide range of subjects, gleaned from her 

researches into the individuals  - quoting from a further thirteen who had written 
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those autobiographies upon which she had drawn so much to make her presentation 

such an interesting subject. 

When Rebecca concluded, there was a good Q & A session…I prefer to describe it as a 

discussion to which many of our attendees contributed. With this part of the evening 

concluded, Tony Bolton, Branch Chair thanked Rebecca for her excellent presentation 

to which our members responded with a hearty vote of thanks. 

 

Crucifix returned from England to France 
after 107 years 

 

 
 
 
Priest-in-charge Jean-Louise Brunel said the crucifix was "very precious" 
 
A group of people have travelled more than 300 miles from England to France to 
return a crucifix retrieved from the rubble of a church in World War One. 
 
The cross originated from the church of Doingt-Flamicourt, which was destroyed 
during the Battle of the Somme in 1916. 
 
It is believed to have been salvaged by a British Army chaplain and placed in All 
Saints' Church in Tinwell, Rutland. 
 
The idea to return it came from a 16-year-old boy in the congregation, who 
discovered the church had been rebuilt. 
His father Chas McDevitt accompanied the crucifix to France, and played the Last 
Post on a bugle during a ceremony held in the church cemetery. 
"It was powerful," said Mr McDevitt. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-leicestershire-65201597
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"It was nice because every year I play the Last Post at Tinwell. So to be here and play 
it again is absolutely fabulous. It's deeply significant." 
'Right thing to do' 
Explaining where the idea to return the crucifix came from, he said: "My son and my 
wife were discussing the fact we had an artefact from a French church, destroyed in 
the war. 
"He looked online and saw it had been rebuilt and said, 'Why don't we take it back?' 
Suddenly we have a day like today and it feels like the right thing to. 

"It's so much more important for this community to have their cross back, it's a 
continuity of their history." 
 
 

 
 

 
The church is in Doingt, which was rebuilt after being destroyed 
 
The crucifix was returned on Saturday, which was the 107th anniversary of the start 
of the Battle of the Somme. The church is in Doingt, one of many settlements wiped 
from the map as the French and British armies fought Germany. 
It was later rebuilt, and the community of Doingt still tends several hundreds of 
graves of British soldiers. 
 

 
'Friendship with England' 

 
Priest-in-charge Jean-Louise Brunel, whose parish includes the church in Doingt, said 
the crucifix was "very precious" and "a sign of Christ giving his life for us, like the 
soldiers". 
"This cross is a sign of people today and friendship with England. So we are very 
impressed with the idea of Tinwell parish to give back the cross," he said. 
"I hope there will be friendships between the two communities for some time." 
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The crucifix is now back at home at the rebuilt church 

 
Special permission to return the crucifix was granted by the Diocese of Peterborough. 
 
Rev Olwen Woolcock, priest-in-charge at Tinwell, formally handed it over. 
"It was a wonderful feeling doing that service," she said. 
"I was very conscious it was the right place for it to be. It feels great to bring the 
crucifix back to where it belongs. 
"This village looks after more than 400 war graves, it tends the graves, they have 
their own acts of remembrance. 
 
"It felt like the last piece of the jigsaw as the village was rebuilt." 
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Langwith Munitions Factory 1916-1919 

As many of you know, I love walking and exploring new places with my two dogs, 

Bess and Teddy, particularly old railway lines, long forgotten. A few years ago I 

decided to visit Poulter Country Park at Langwith in North Nottinghamshire. I 

parked up near the station, crossed the footbridge over the Nottingham to 

Worksop line and entered the country park. I decided to do a circuit clockwise 

and set off. Coming downhill, towards another car park under a viaduct on which 

formerly ran a line to  Shirebrook but just before turning slightly west, I noticed a 

concrete block with a blue plate attached to it – see picture – I didn`t realise that 

what is now Poulter Country Park was over 100 years ago a major factory for the 

manufacture of explosives used in the Great War.  There is little to see now that 

could give a clue to the site`s former use – even the local colliery has long 

disappeared. However, the plaque mentions two accidents at the explosives 

factory each of which claimed the lives of three people. There is also a memorial 

to two airmen whose Beaufighter aircraft crashed on the site in 1942 

The following pages tell the story of that long forgotten site and of the people 

who worked there. 
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A Face from the Great War  
 
What captivates me most about this image of a young French woman from the 
Somme region is her saddened face and forlorn gaze. What has she seen and what 
deep mark has it left upon her?  
Her blackened hands and coarse working dress betray a life of toil and hardship. 
Many allied soldiers remembered seeing such women labouring in the fields, 
because their husbands or fathers had been conscripted into the French Army.  
‘They appeared strangely ambivalent to the activity surrounding them,’ recorded 
one, ‘for them the war seemed like just another force of nature to contend with, 
like floods, famine, or drought.’ 
Another noted that whenever they sought billets from French women, they 
responded: Room monsieur - yes, there is the room of my son who was killed at 
Argonne - of my husband who was killed at Verdun.’ 
We have American philanthropist Anne Morgan to thank for this image, and others 
like it.  
From 1917 to 1921, while residing near the French front line, Morgan marshalled 
relief aid for French non-combatants.  
She commissioned these evocative photographs to generate a humanitarian 
response to the plight of French refugees.  

 

 
 

 


