The White Family Tragedy
A Churton family ripped apart by the Great War

At least four of the Churton White brothers went to war; eldest brother John served in the Grenadiers
Guards, George in the South Lancashire Regiment, Charles in the Army Service Corps, and Frank in the
Cheshire Regiment. Charles was highly decorated, being awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal for
bravery.

There were two more brothers; Frederick who died aged five in 1894, and Arthur, who was

known to be working on Lewis’ farm in Churton in 1911, and was probably still there in 1914, as he
was back living at home, now aged twenty. He may have been exempted as a farm worker.

George,

Charles and Frank never returned home, all three dying in the war. Their brother-in-law, Wilfred
Mayers, married to their sister Elizabeth, also died.

Despite being hospitalised on three separate

occasions resulting from gunshot wounds, John alone survived and returned to his young wife and
child in Aldford village.

This was a family ripped apart by the war, and this their story.

Tree research by vicrat

The First World War was one of profound tragedy for the White family who paid a great price for the
contribution given by the sons of William and Jane White of Churton. No other local family were
affected to such an extent. The White’s were a very old Churton family, and although William had
been born in Waverton, 5 miles to the north, his father John was an agricultural labourer following
available work on local farms before returning to the village of his birth in 1878.
In 1853, John had left his father’s house, married Margaret Young and moved to the hamlet of
Huxley, where he had found work on a local farm with a cottage. They soon started a family and
William was born in 1855, followed by sisters Sarah in 1860, Anna in 1863 and Mary in 1866 . And
there they might have stayed, but sadly Margaret died in 1870 and John returned to Churton with his
young daughters shortly afterwards, to seek support from his family. Sixteen year old William
meanwhile, was taken in by his uncle at Carden, a couple of miles to the east of Churton village,
where he gave him employment on his farm. By 1881, he was back in his father’s home on the high
street in Churton, where his father John had married his new wife Jane, who came from the village and
had a two year old daughter. In 1884, William married Jane Clubbe, from another old Churton
family, and moved into a cottage next to the White Horse Inn. William continued to work on a local
farm, while their family soon began to grow, with John born in 1884, followed by George (1885),
Charles (1887), Fred (1889), Annie (1891), Elizabeth (1893), Arthur (1894), Frank (1899), and May
(1903).
By 1901, Charles and George had left home to make their own way in the world; George, now aged
16, was working as a cowman on nearby Matthews farm at Barton, while Charles had learned to fend
for himself at an early age; as soon as he had left elementary school in Aldford, he was working as a
servant at the house of Joseph Johnstone, a building merchant at Ithels Bridge Farm, alongside the
River Alyn, just inside the Welsh border. He was still only fourteen.
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T/23039 Driver Charles Henry White, 21st Field Ambulance, Army Service Corps
(1887-1918)

In April 1905, Charles White decided he needed to see what was
beyond the sleepy village of Churton and life on Ithel’s Bridge
Farm, and travelled to Chester to sign on for the army on the
15th, no doubt influenced by his older brother John, who had
done the same only eight months earlier. Still only 18, and at 5
feet 2 inches tall, he was just under height for the main infantry,
so he was posted to the Army Service Corps, no doubt hoping to
grow a few inches while he was there. The Army Service Corps
was a section of the British Army responsible for land, coastal
and lake transport, air despatch, barracks administration, the
Army Fire Service, staffing headquarters' units, supply of food,
water, fuel and domestic materials such as clothing, furniture and
stationery and the supply of technical and military equipment.
Recruits were required to be at least 5 feet 2 inches tall and could
enlist up to 30 years of age, and were usually trained at
Aldershot. (It did not become the ‘Royal’ corps until 1918).
Charles travelled to Manchester the following day, where he enlisted for 2 years’ full time, and ten
years in reserve, and was posted to the Army Service Corps as a driver, a common posting for farm
labourers used to handling horses. After a couple of weeks in Manchester, he was moved to Longford
on 4 May, when he commenced his training. On 25 September 1905, he was posted to Curragh Camp
in Ireland where he spent the rest of his service.
It was here that he got
himself into a spot of bother
– and not for the first time –
Charlie White was quite a
character. From 2pm on 3
November 1905, he was
absent without leave, until he
handed himself in at 4pm the
following afternoon to the
Royal Irish Constabulary in
Swords, a town a few miles
north of Dublin. He was
dressed in civilian clothes. It
seems he had ditched his
uniform, as he was also
charged with being ‘deficient
of 18 articles of clothing and
Regimental necessaries’.
For this he was ‘Confined to Barracks’, ordered to pay for the lost uniform, and fined four day’s pay.
It seems that Charles had had enough of army life and was possibly on his way home, before he
thought better of it. He was 40 miles north of the camp, may have been heading for the small port of
Malahide, thinking that Dublin would be closely watched. Nevertheless, to his credit, he returned to
face the music, and to take what was coming to him.
If that wasn’t enough, from April to June 1906, poor Charles was in hospital for 50 days with a severe
case of eczema (frequently caught off the horses). Nevertheless, he complete his full term of army
service and on his discharge his conduct sheet recorded,

‘Conduct good, thoroughly sober and reliable, no instance of drunkenness in whole service of two
years. Groom - Accustomed good care of horses and a good groom – has employment’
On 14 April 1907, he was discharged to the Army Reserve, and returned to his family in Churton, and
to a life of labouring on a local farm. He also turned out for the local football team, Churton F.C. of
which a photograph still exists showing Charles in the team.

When the war broke out on the 4 August 1914, Charles was called up two days later as part of the
Army Reserve, then sent home to await further orders, which came through on 5 September, when he
was mobilised, leaving for France with the B.E.F. the following day on the S.S.Australind. By 17
September, he was posted to the 21st Field Ambulance. This was not a vehicle, but a mobile front line
medical unit. This was under the command of a Division, and had special responsibility for the care of
casualties of one of the Brigades within the Division. Each Division had three Field Ambulance Units.
In turn, the Field Ambulance was divided into three Sections. Each section had Stretcher Bearer and
Tented subsections. The Field Ambulance was composed of ten officers and 224 men; a Section also
had a Sergeant, ten Drivers and four officer’s batmen attached from the Army Service Corps. Charles
White was part of this section. They had to be highly mobile, ready to advance or retreat, dependent
on the movements of the infantry they supported.
After several months in the field, Charles White was promoted to Acting Lance Corporal, the full rank
being confirmed on 8 May 1915. However, his new status was not to last long, and following a
misconduct charge, he was demoted on 15 August 1915. This was not the first time Charles would be
on a charge, and his conduct sheet is more detailed than most, reflecting the difficult
time he had during wartime.

The old Mark V horse drawn
ambulance was soon replaced by
the modern motorised vehicles.

His first charge resulting in his reduced rank was for being absent without leave;
‘When on active service, absent from 8.45am, 12 Aug 1915, to 15 August 1915’
As the months passed, it is clear that Charles was a troubled soul, and in addition the hardship and
horrors of the war, he had a great deal on his mind about life back home – his girlfriend, Mary Ellen
Nicholson, had given birth to their son Francis Nicholson, in Chester on 22 March 1915.
Later that year he again found himself on a charge after reporting late for morning duty, which was
then exacerbated after he reacted to his Sergeant’s reprimand;
When on active service;
1. Absent from stables from 6.30 am to 7.5 am
2. Using insubordinate language to a section Sergeant 27 Oct 1915
For this he was given seven days Field Punishment No.1, a
common punishment in the British armies during World War I. It
had been introduced in 1881 following the abolition of flogging,
and a commanding officer could award field punishment for up to
28 days, while a court martial could award it for up to 90 days. The
convicted soldier was placed in fetters and handcuffs and attached
to a gun wheel or a fence post, for up to two hours per day. In the
early part of the war, the soldier also had to have his arms stretched
out and the legs tied together, giving rise to Tommies nicknaming it
‘crucifixion’. This was applied for up to three days out of four, up
to 21 days total. There were punishment camps set up behind the
lines, but if the battalion was on the move, it would be carried out
by the unit itself. The soldier was also subjected to hard labour
and loss of pay. During World War I, Field Punishment Number
One was issued by the British Army on 60,210 occasions. It was
eventually abolished in 1923.
Yet despite this humiliating punishment, Charles was in trouble again only two weeks later,
his charge sheet stating,
When on active service;
Irregular conduct: fighting in the Horse Lines 14 Nov 1915
For this, his previous punishment was tripled, and this time he was given 21 Days Field Punishment
No.1.
Over new year 1915/16, Charles was given leave, and he headed home on 28 December. He was due
back on 3 January, but this was extended to 11 January 1916, as he was married on 6 January to Mary
Ellen Nicholson at Chester Record Office. Mary’s address was the London Bridge Hotel, Chester,
where she was probably employed and living in, rather than staying as a guest. The building survives
on the Rows in Bridge Street, but no longer as a hotel.
Yet, despite his previous record, he was again absent without leave from 11 am 26 April 1916, to
6 pm 4 May 1916; had he returned late from visiting his new family, not being able to leave for the
horrors of the Front? The reason was not recorded. He had now reached the end of the line with his
immediate commanding officer. Matters had now taken a serious course and Charles now had to face
a court martial. He was found guilty and sentenced to 6 months imprisonment without hard labour on
17 May, but only the following week on 23 May he was admitted to hospital with appendicitis, before
being returned to duty on 2 June. While he was incapacitated, there may have been some sympathy
shown for him – or maybe a desperate need for drivers considering the Battle of the Somme was only a
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month away, but his sentence was suspended, and he was ordered to
return to his base when he had recovered.
Charles survived the horrors of the Somme and the winter of 1916-17,
until he went AWOL yet again, this time for 10 days between 7
February and 17 February 1917. He was again found guilty on 9 March
and sentenced to one year in prison. Charles clearly had to be
punished – and he was racking up the offences – but although he was
AWOL, he always returned. His absences were obviously not good for
discipline, but there must have been an element of sympathy again, as
he was returned to duty on 19 March, 6 months of his sentence was
remitted, and the remaining 6 months suspended on 30 March. Instead
he was transferred out of the Field Ambulance, and the regiment, and
posted to the 1st Border Regiment, nearby on the Somme, with
immediate effect. The army needed every man they could get and there was not much point in jailing
a man for a year for what was, in reality, taking an extra few days leave, probably to be with his young
family, when he was otherwise a good soldier. His career went back to 1905, maybe he had reached a
point where he actually wanted to fight with the ranks and prove himself with the men, rather than
driving ambulances for the rest of the war. Driver T/23039 Charles White was now Private 34931
Charles White of the 1st Border Regiment and was in Etaples by 8 April 1917, for a period of training
and recuperation behind the lines. [29th Division, 87th Brigade, 1st Border Regiment].
The Border Regiment saw a great deal of action during 1917-18. During 1917, they were involved in
the defence of Arras and the Third Battle of Ypres. The war diary notes the following movements;
First Battle of the Scarpe
Wancourt Ridge.
Second Battle of the Scarpe
Battle of Langemarck
Battle of the Menin Road
Battle of Polygon Wood
Battle of Broodseinde
Battle of Poelcappelle
The tank attack
Capture of Bourlon Wood
German counter attacks

9-14 Apr 1917, including the capture Monchy le Preux and the
23-24 Apr 1917, including the capture of Guemappe and Gavrelle.
16-18 Aug 1917.
20-25 Sep 1917.
26 Sep-3 Oct 1917.
4 Oct 1917.
9 Oct 1917.
20-21 Nov 1917.
23-28 Nov 1917.
30 Nov-3 Dec 1917.

Despite his previous troubles, Charles’ qualities as a soldier during these campaigns were recognised
again, when he regained his rank of Lance Corporal on 27 October 1917.
The ‘tank attack’ and Bourlon Wood above, are references to the Battle of Cambrai, which was fought
in November/December 1917, and proved to be a significant event in World War One. This was the
first battle in which tanks were used en masse, together with heavy artillery and air power. While
Passchendaele was still being fought in Belgium, Douglas Haig approved a plan to take on the
Germans by sweeping round the back of Cambrai and encircling the town. This would see the old and
new together - cavalry, air power, artillery and tanks that would be supported by infantry. Cambrai
was strategically important as it contained a railhead, and before it lay the formidable Hindenburg Line
- a defensive position in which the Germans were solidly dug in. The plan included an attack on the
Hindenburg Line and the use of three cavalry divisions that would encircle the town, thus cutting it off.
Not everyone was convinced, especially as the tanks had yet to prove their worth.
The attack started at 06.20 on November 20th 1917 and took the enemy by surprise. Following an
intense artillery attack on the Hindenburg Line, 350 British tanks advanced across the ground
supported by infantry - both were assisted by an artillery rolling barrage that gave them cover from a
German counter-attack. The bulk of the initial attack went well. In some areas the Allies quickly
gained more than five miles, and compared to the gains made at battles like the Somme and Verdun,
such a distance was astonishing.

Not everything went to plan, however, and the 1st Border Regiment found themselves outflanked.

Charles was directly involved in the action, and was later reported for his heroics. Furthermore, in
light of Charlie’s bravery, Lieutenant Colonel A.J.Ellis, D.S.O., commander of the 87th Brigade,
confirmed the following order;
Remission of Suspended Sentence on 16 December 1917
The Brigade Commander has remitted the Suspended Sentence on N.34931 Private C.H.
White, 1st K.O.S. Borderers*, for the following gallantry:“At Marcoing, on November 20th, when the enemy were making a determined effort to
outflank our troops, Lance Corpl. White, on his own initiative, led his Lewis Gun team
round on to the exposed flank and brought heavy fire to bear on the enemy, so checking
their advance. Whilst doing this, he was shot at close range in the ankle, but continued to
fight until the strong point had been taken.”
[*This was incorrect, Charles was with the Border Regiment, not the King's Own Scottish Borderers]

As Charlie’s participation in the battle had ended prematurely, he was carried back behind the lines
and his gun-shot wound to the leg was treated by the 34 Field Ambulance, before being ferried across
to hospital in Rouen on the west coast by 6 December. He was patched up and back with his battalion
a week later on the 13th.
At the start of the year, Charlie was given news on 11 January of the confirmation of the award of the
Distinguished Conduct Medal for his gallantry on the first day of the Battle of Cambrai;
The official citation read;
34931 L/Cpl. C.H. WHITE (Chester)
For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. When the enemy made a determined attempt to
outflank our troops he led his Lewis gun team to the exposed flank and brought heavy fire to bear
on the enemy, checking their advance. Though badly wounded, he remained in action until ordered
to leave the firing line. He showed great courage and determination.
[The Distinguished Conduct Medal (DCM) was (until 1993) an
extremely high level award for bravery. It was a second level
military decoration awarded to other ranks of the British Army and
formerly also to non-commissioned personnel of other
Commonwealth countries. It was the first official medal award to
recognise an act of gallantry in the field by a member of the armed
forces who was below the rank of officer. It was the other ranks'
equivalent of the Distinguished Service Order.]
[Also of note - Lieutenant General Thomas D'Oyly Snow, commander of
the British VII Corps to the south of Cambrai was the great-great
grandfather of broadcaster and historian Dan Snow, the patron of the
Churton War Memorial campaign.]

Charlie White had certainly proved his worth, and to his
superior officers, who no doubt had faith in his qualities as a
soldier, despite his misdemeanours.
Referring again to the Battalion war diary, the 1st Border
Regiment was involved in the following actions during 1918:
Battle of Estaires
9-11 Apr 1918, including the first
defence of Givenchy.
Battle of Messines
10-11 Apr 1918.
Battle of Hazebrouck
12-15 Apr 1918, including the
defence of the Hinges Ridge and the Nieppe Forest.
Battle of Bailleul
13-15 Apr 1918, including

the defence of Neuve Eglise.
First Battle of Kemmel 17-19 Apr 1918.
Advance in Flanders
18 Aug-6 Sep 1918.
Actions of Outtersteene Ridge 18 Aug 1918
It is likely that Charles was involved with most, if not all of the above (detailed movements are not
recorded on his personal record). It is also likely that he was involved at the Actions of Outtersteene
Ridge (about 10 miles directly east of St Omer) from 18 Aug 1918 in the final push through Flanders.
It is also likely that it was in this action that he was severely wounded in the leg on 22 August.
Charles was taken to the No. 9 British Red Cross Hospital in St Omer, where he died later that day, his
death officially recorded as ‘Died of wounds received in action’.
The initial notification home by telegram advised that Charles was ‘dangerously wounded’, the
hospital clearly not expecting him to recover, and the following telegram was received only hours later
that same day;
From the Officer Commanding the 9th British Red Cross Hospital in St Omer;
‘Reports 22 August 1918, Died 22.8.18 34931 L/Cpl C.H.White 1 Border Regt GSW thigh right.’

At the end of October, Charles possessions were sent home. The standard letter to the next of kin,
listing the enclosed belongings of the deceased soldier, always looks very sad and pathetic, and the
note to Mary Ellen was no different. Among the belongings were,
‘Wallet, cards, photos, religious book, medal ribbons, cap badge, cigarette case, strap and bag,
rosary, and false teeth.’

By the end of the war, Mary Ellen had moved out of the London Hotel and was living in 2 Stanley
Street, on the corner of Watergate Street, still in Chester, but now having to bring up her young three
year old son alone, who had seen his father only a couple of times before his death.
Charles was buried in Longuenesse (St Omer) Souvenir Cemetery, on the southern outskirts of St.
Omer, on the main Abbeville road. (St. Omer was the General Headquarters of the British
Expeditionary Force from October 1914 to March 1916, and became a considerable hospital centre as
the war progressed. There are around 3,000 burials, mostly of men who had died in the hospitals of St
Omer). Charles’ name was recorded on the Aldford church memorial plaque in the hamlet where he
went to school.

Medal Group Awarded to Corporal Charles White D.C.M.
D.C.M. / 1914-15 Star / British Service Medal / Victory Medal

Sergeant 7621 George White, 6th (Service) Battalion, South Lancashire Regiment
(1885-1915)

After George had spent time as a farm boy on Matthew’s Farm in nearby Barton, he may have had
stint in the Army like his brothers Charles and John, as he was already at the rank of Sergeant at a very
early stage of the war. The service records of George no longer exist, but when the war began he was
listed in the 6th (Service) Battalion, South Lancashire Regiment, formed at Warrington in August 1914
as part of Kitchener's First New Army. It would be unlikely that he would be in this battalion if he was
in reserve, unless he was there to help train new recruits. The 6th were soon moved to Tidworth for
training, under command of 38th Brigade in 13th (Western) Division. Near the end of February, the
Division concentrated at Blackdown in Hampshire, with the 6th East Lancashires at Alma Barracks.
By June they were ready, and sailed from Avonmouth, heading for the Mediterranean.
In October 1914, Turkey, whose empire then stretched from the Persian Gulf to the Balkans, joined the
Central Powers. The Allies were trying to take the Dardanelles to ensure control through to the Black
Sea and open an Eastern Front, but like on the Western Front, they were swiftly involved in trench
warfare, made additionally difficult by Turkish possession of the commanding heights above the beach
and shore positions.

Of course, Gallipoli has become synonymous with the ANZACS, the Australian and New Zealand
Army Corps, who suffered terrible losses in the futile, nine-month campaign, but there were thousands
of British soldiers also involved. George’s battalion landed at Alexandria on 2 July 1915, before
moving to Mudros on 4 July to prepare for beach landings. The infantry landed on Cape Helles
between the 6th and 16th July to relieve 29th Division. They returned to Mudros at the end of the
month, and the entire Division landed at ANZAC Cove between the 3rd and 5th August. George was
now in the thick of the action of the Gallipoli Campaign. Three days later on 8th August, in their first
major battle, the 6th South Lancashires, with 1/6th Gurkhas, captured Hill ‘Q’ on the crest-line of the
vital Sari Bair ridge. This success, which could have resulted in victory on Gallipoli, was not exploited
or even supported, and eventual retirement was inevitable. Fierce fighting followed, in which the
battalions were overwhelmed and almost wiped out, losing in all 41 officers and around one thousand
five hundred men.
The survivors of the 6th Battalion then held a sector of the Suvla front in appalling weather, until they
were evacuated at the end of the year, among the last to leave being a detachment of the South
Lancashires commanded by Captain Clement Attlee, the future Prime Minister.
All would be evacuated to Mudros in the mass retreat of December 1915, severely depleted due to a
mixture of what was described a “combat, disease and harsh weather”.

However, George was not among them. Conditions were not good on the beaches, both militarily and
regards sanitation. George became very ill and was brought off the beach head but he died of
dysentery on 8 August 1915. He was brought back to the British base at Alexandria in Egypt, where
he was interred in Chatby Military and War Memorial Cemetery (originally the Garrison cemetery) on
the eastern side of the city. His name is also recorded on the Aldford church memorial plaque.
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Private 2667 Frank White, 5th Battalion Cheshire Regiment
(1899-1916)
Killed in action 2 July 1916 aged 17

Born in Churton in 1899, Frank was still only 15 when the war stated. Like his siblings, he was
educated at the village primary school in Aldford, before starting work as a labourer on a local farm
after leaving school at the age of 12 in the summer of 1911. After 1914, as Frank’s war record has not
survived, it is impossible to put together his precise movements, both regarding recruitment and army
service. It is possible he was recruited through the Derby Group Scheme which was set up as a sort of
half-way house programme between volunteering and conscription, to boost the dwindling numbers of
recruits during the latter half of 1915. On 16 October 1915, men aged 18 to 40 were informed that
under the scheme they could continue to enlist voluntarily, or attest, with an obligation to come
forward if called up later on. The War Office notified the public that voluntary enlistment would soon
cease and that the last day of registration would be 15 December 1915. However, whichever way
Frank enlisted, either as a volunteer or through this scheme, it is clear is that he lied about his age.
Recruitment rules were simple. To enlist and fight abroad, you had to be nineteen or over. If you were
eighteen, you could enlist, but you had to remain in the UK until you were nineteen before being
posted abroad. No one could join the army under the age of eighteen. Most young lads did not have
birth certificates, so it was easy for them to lie about their age, furthermore, it didn’t help that
recruitment officers were paid two shillings and sixpence (about £6 today) per recruit, and would often
turn a blind eye to keen teenagers. Some even believed the healthy lifestyle, regular pay and good
food would do some of the more under-fed lads a bit of good. Usually, they were more concerned
with fitness rather than age. The minimum height
requirement was five feet, three inches, with a
minimum chest size of 34 inches, so a strapping 16
year-old farm boy was very likely to be let through.
But of course, there had to be collusion within society
for this to succeed in the vast numbers that it did.
Parents, headmasters, and even MPs all helped to get
underage boys signed up. And their numbers were not
small. Over a quarter of a million underage soldiers
joined up, in addition to the thousands that actually
were turned away. To a sixteen year old such as
Frank White, this was a chance of excitement, an
adventure, and of course a way to emulate his older
brothers.
Frank was recruited into the 5th Battalion Cheshire
Regiment, probably in late 1915/early 1916, and still
only sixteen years of age. The 5th (Reserve) Battalion
was formed in September 1914 to accommodate the
rush of Cheshire recruits who answered the call to arms
in the first weeks of the war. They were trained at
Chester and then funnelled in drafts to the 5th
(Territorial) Battalion, which was already in action in
France and Flanders. In January 1915, the unit's title

was changed to the 1/5th Battalion, and a month later, the newly designated unit embarked for France.
Once at the Front, the battalion fought at Kemmel, Ypres, the Somme, Arras, Cambrai and on the
Canal du Nord at Mons in the final weeks of the war.
A soldier’s war diary of life in the 5th Battalion still exists, written by Thomas Fredrick (Fred) Littler
who joined the Cheshire Regiment shortly after his 17th birthday in 1914. He signed for Foreign
Service on his 18th birthday, and after further training, left England for Rouen in March 1916. This
short extract from a lengthy diary, just covers the two days preceding the death of Frank White. This
is in the heart of the British sector on the Somme, and begins the day before the Battle.
June 30th 1916
We ‘stood-to’ till 4p.m, when we handed in our packs, and all personal effects, and started for the
line, going forward in artillery formation, passed through Bayencourt, and Sailly-au-Bois, up to
Hebuterne, and the bombardment was more fierce than before and we knew we had to attack in the
morning and the minutes seemed like hours.
July 1st 1916
After having had our rum issue we stood-to till 7-25a.m, when we put up a smoke screen and went
over the top at 7-30 with the London Scottish and Queens Westminster Rifles. We took four lines of
trenches from the Germans, but were driven back by midday to our original position, our losses
were very heavy, although we took many prisoners, I could not attempt to write all that happened
this day, so I'll leave a cutting from the paper here (this is reprinted below).
The casualties from my Battalion were A Company 112, B Company 62, C Company 91, D
Company 25, in my platoon we lost the following men; Lieutenant Leigh, who had taken over from
Lieut. Larne, was wounded the left arm blown off, Private Harry Wakefield, Private Wilfred Carter,
killed, Private Jack White, Private Frank Walker, missing, and Private Harry Frodsham, Private
Sam Mellor, and Private George Parker wounded, L-Cpl R Eaton, and L-Cpl Harry Carveley
wounded, the following men died of wounds during the following week Sgt Piers, L-Cpl J Kinsey,
and Private Albert Clarke, Private Jack Perrin, and Private Sidney Jones, we left the line this night
being too weak in numbers to hold it, and got back to Souastre about 12-30 p.m.
Newspaper cutting (– Tom Littler does not give source for this)
‘I envisage the northern battle from Gommecourt to the River Ancre as three principal
engagements. Round Gommecourt Wood and the village the German line runs in a
sharp projection. A little but fierce battle was fought north of it. By a brilliant piece of
work a Midland battalion had dug a trench in the course of a single night near the
enemy, but in spite of it the gap was still wide and because of it the enemy was doubly
forewarned. Very gallantly our Midland troops went over the parapets on this long race
across and behind the German salient. They were raked by machine-guns from the
salient and from the front. German shells fell in curtains behind them and over them
and the reserves were unable to penetrate the barrage and very soon the remnants were
recalled. They had reached their point, but they could do no more.
There was no direct attack on the peak of Gommecourt itself, but on the other side an
immortal battle was fought by London troops whose mettle has been surpassed by
none in this later fighting. On their right was a sunken road, and on their left , as it
proofed, a vacuum, but they looked to neither right nor left. Quite straight, quite
steadily, without regard to leadership, each wave went straight to its destination. They
crossed one trench, two trenches, three trenches, and, in places, four trenches, and then
they set themselves down to fortify what they had won and all that they had been told
to win, and they signalled their arrival.
At each trench the Germans surrendered in groups, large and small, till the total was
large, probably several hundred. But behind this a barrier of explosive shell was found.
To pass through it untouched was as probable as to pass through a thunderstorm

unwetted. Never the less the intensity of the intensest barrage varies, and when they
took some of their prisoners with them the captors and a few of the captives came
whole. More crept on with broken wings, and every man whether hail or maimed,
knowing that the only avenue of life was through the gate of death, felt that he kept his
life by a miracle, so many score of times he might have been killed an just was not
killed. And he had found death at every turn - in the advance, in holding and in the
retreat.
The hours within the German trenches were a battle in themselves. Parties of German
Grenadiers attacked them from the front and both sides. A wounded man or two would
hold the mouth of a communication trench against a troop continually recruited. The
store of bombs, though increased by those captured from the enemy, which they
learned to use progressively, failed, and in the sequel, so keenly they fought, it was the
failure of supplies more than the impossibility of their tactical position which
persuaded them to retreat. Their loses were heavy, but they had inflicted heavy loses,
and the enemy on this occasion, generous as well as courageous, helped in the saving
of the wounded with whom No Man’s Land was strewn.
NOT A SHIRKER
South of the Londoners at a certain remove there was a gap in the infantry fighting,
and beyond that gap, at a point in front of Hebuterne, the third engagement was waged.
It was sterner than any fought in our annals. I know the names of every battalion in the
attack, their fortune, their aim, and, in the rough, how they faired, but a volume could
not contain the passion of the true history of their few hours on the morning of July 1st.
The attack was prepared in the minutest of detail, so that no man could miss his
objective, and each wave of the attack had its duties. The trench lines run at all angles
and the ground is all up and down, you must not imagine the men rushing forward
levelly in review formation. It was, of course, a frontal attack, but many parts were not
approached direct. Although the general attack was easterly, some of the troops moved
in a southerly direction, for example, along the valley up to Beaumont-Hamel and
some moved north-east. It says much that in no instance was the direction mistaken or
the aim muddled. In open order some four yards apart, with appropriate distances
between the waves, the men advanced punctually to programme, not running but
marching quickly. Even before they started the enemy opened a concentrated
cannonade, which was worse because the dullness of the weather made the counterbattery work difficult for our gunners. No single soldier quailed before this fire, though
it made many gaps. With what majesty the British soldier fights! Not a shirker was
discovered. Each of the several lines moved as if on parade to its place in the enemy’s
lines, starting at the moment our artillery fire lifted.
Here, as against the Londoners, the line of trenches was held by large numbers of
troops, and as our men came through the curtain of shells they met this other enemy.
Nothing could have stopped us. But our opponent was of the highest daring and had
selected and prepared for the battle he thought to be final, so said one of our Generals
after the battle.
The Germans came out of their trenches even in the midst of the bombardment by our
mortars and fixed machine-guns on the parapet or in No Man’s Land, and so
concentrated the fire, some from point-blank range and some from enfilading angles.
Strong places, which had been crunched into morsels by our artillery, were still held by
armed garrisons. In deed from the ruins of Beaumont-Hamel the strongest of all the
villages a heavy trench mortar was fired a few minutes after the artillery lifted.
July 2nd 1916 (Sunday)
We rested all day, and many of us are still a little shaky.
From the The Diary of Thomas Fredrick Littler: January-June 1916,
transcribed by Chris Litter, www.first-world-war.co.uk

Battle of the Somme 1st July 1916
The pencil arrows (A) marked on by Fred Littler,
show the attack by the 5th Cheshires on the first day of the battle.

This last entry about the 5th Cheshires would suggest that Frank was wounded on the 1st and died the
following day. It is also shocking to learn that on that first day of the Battle of the Somme in 1916,
500 ‘Boy Soldiers’ were killed, and 2,000 wounded. By the time the battle had ended, those totals
had reached 18,000 ‘Boy Soldiers’ killed or wounded. Frank White, still only seventeen, was one of
them. He was taken to a casualty clearing station behind the lines, but nothing could be done for him
and he was later buried in Warlincourt Halte British Cemetery, Saulty. (Warlincourt and Saulty are
villages on either side of the main road between Arras and Doullens. The cemetery is situated just off
the north side of the road).
The loss of Frank must have been particularly devastating to the family, given his age, and that he was
the youngest of their sons. Like his older brothers, Frank’s name was recorded on the Aldford church
memorial plaque in the hamlet where he went to school.

Aldford Parish Church
First World War Memorial Plaque

Then and Now: Farndon Road, Aldford
Above: The original School House for Boys (foreground)
Below: The building today showing a number of alterations

Private 27947 Wilfred Mayers
7th Battalion, Prince of Wales Volunteers, South Lancashire Regiment
(1891 – 1917)
Husband of Elizabeth White (sister to the White brothers)

Wilfred was born in Tarvin, Cheshire, the son of John and Catherine
‘Kate’ Mayers in 1891. His father, John, was a farm labourer and lived in
the row of cottages on the south side of the High Street at the far eastern
end of the village. By 1911, Wilfred, now aged 20, was living in the
home of neighbour at the other end of the High Street, village grocer
William Gunnery, where he was employed as his delivery man.
When the war came, Wilfred did not sign up immediately; he may have
been dissuaded as he was 5 feet 1¾ inches tall, just an inch and a quarter
under the minimum height requirement. This was soon relaxed following
the formation of the Cheshire Bantams regiment, but in the meantime,
Wilfred had met and courted Elizabeth White of Churton, sister of the
White brothers, who also served and are recorded among those from
Churton village who did not return.
Wilfred and Elizabeth were married in Tarvin Parish Church on 28 April 1915, and their daughter
Irene was born the following year on 7 July 1916.
Once the height restriction was lowered, Wilfred travelled to
Chester where he volunteered on 14 November 1915. He was
posted to the 10th Battalion, South Lancashire Regiment, initially
in reserve, and not mobilised until 7 April the following year,
joining his regiment three days
later (and having grown a
further ¾ inch since his last
examination). After a period
of training, mainly at Tidworth
Camp, he left for France on 31
August 1916, posted to the 7th Battalion of the same Regiment. He
saw action immediately, but received a gunshot wound to the right
shoulder on 21 October, and was back on a boat to England by the
29th.
After a period of treatment and recuperation, Wilfred was sent back
to France on 25 January 1917. Hopefully, he had time to see his
wife and new baby daughter while he was home.
After returning to his posting in France, Wilfred was moved north
with his battalion to take part in the Battle of Messines Ridge in
Belgium, and the Third Battle of Ypres, better known as
Passchendaele.
Irene Mayers with her aunt

The following extract is quoted from The Regiments in The Great War 1914-18 by
Lt Col E J Downham MBE BA DL (www.lancashireinfantrymuseum.org.uk/the-regiments-in-the-great-war-191418-3/)

Messines
Seven Lancashire battalions were involved in the carefully-prepared victory of Messines. The battle
opened early on the morning of 7th June when eighteen British mines were exploded beneath the
Messines Ridge and the attacking troops advanced up the slopes behind a creeping barrage. On the
first day of the offensive 19th Division made a successful attack north of Wytschaete in which the
7th Battalions of the East Lancashires, South Lancashires and Loyal North Lancashires captured
and held all their objectives with few casualties. The plan went equally well further south along the
ridge where 8th South Lancashires and 8th and 9th Loyal North Lancashires, all in 25th Division,
also took their objectives with comparatively little loss. 2nd South Lancashires were in reserve
during the capture of the ridge, but on 14th June the Battalion made a further advance to capture the
Ferme de la Croix, in the course of which Private William Ratcliffe earned a Victoria Cross for
charging alone to capture a German machine-gun. No fewer than 33 other gallantry medals were
won on that day by the South Lancashires.

THE THIRD BATTLE OF YPRES
(‘Passchendaele’)
Six weeks after the capture of Messines the main British offensive of 1917 opened in Flanders.This
battle, better known as ‘Passchendaele’ after its truly terrible final phase, was launched on 31st July
in torrential rain which turned much of the battlefield, its drainage system destroyed by artillery,
into a deadly swamp.The German defence was based on machine-guns, sited in depth in
strongpoints and concrete pill-boxes, with reserves concentrated for prompt counter-attack. To
compound the horror, this battle saw the first use of mustard gas. The offensive went on for three
dreadful months and involved 26 battalions of our Regimental predecessors.
Initially the British attack, with massive artillery support, made some progress. In the centre the
South Lancashire and Loyal North Lancashire TA battalions of 55th Division captured all their
objectives, but had to yield some of their gains in the face of heavy counter-attacks. Some two
miles to their south 2nd East Lancashires, of 8th Division, took their objectives on Westhoek Ridge
and beat off three counter-attacks, while further south again 8th East Lancashires and 10th Loyal
North Lancashires of 37th Division and the three 7th Battalions in 19th Division mounted
diversionary attacks. The following day 2nd and 8th South Lancashires, both in 75th Brigade of
25th Division, relieved 8th Division on Westhoek Ridge. Waist-deep in mud and pounded by
artillery, the endurance of the two battalions over the next fortnight was truly heroic. On 20th22nd September 55th Division attacked again over the same ground as before. Resistance was
fierce, but 1/5th South Lancashires captured the vital Hill 37 and stubbornly held it against
determined counter-attacks.

By 24 September 1917 Wilfred was dead, killed in action during the Passchendaele offensive. His
body, like thousands of others in this most horrific of battles, was never found, and his name was
recorded on the memorial panels at Tyne Cot cemetery.
Back home, his devastated wife Elizabeth with her infant daughter, moved back home to stay with her
mother in Churton, before she later moved into a cottage on the main high street in Aldford. She found
happiness later in life when she married again, to Frank Allman in 1936.

Tyne Cot Cemetery
and
Memorial Wall Panels
Above right: Author Mike
Royden at Tyne Cot.
Below: The panel
showing the name of
Wilfred Mayers (centre
left).

Tarvin War Memorial
Right: The name of
Wilfred Mayers recorded
at the top of the panel.

Elizabeth (White)
Mayers and her
second husband
Frank Allman

Below: Their home in
Aldford (with the
white gate)

Guardsman Corporal/Sergeant 11656 John Thomas White, 2nd Battalion Grenadier Guards
(1884-1961)
Survived the War

John was the eldest of the White brothers, born in
Churton in 1884. After he had finished his education,
he was employed as a cattleman on the farm of Isaac
Davies in Dark Lane, Llay, a few miles to the west of
Churton, just over the Welsh border.
On 25 August 1904, keen to see more of the world, he set
off for Chester, where he signed on for three years in the
Grenadier Guards. He was a month shy of his twentieth
birthday. Much of his service was spent in London,
Windsor or Aldershot, and he was discharged to the
Army Reserve in 1907. Despite extensive research, the
census record for 1911 is yet to be discovered, but it is
likely John returned to Churton or Aldford after leaving
the army, given that he was now employed in Chester as
a police constable and that he married an Aldford girl,
Martha Harriet Davenport, on 24 September 1913, in
Aldford Parish Church. Their first child, Duncan, was
born on 29 July 1914 in Tattenhall. Six days later, war
was declared. The following day on 5 August 1914,
John, a reservist, was mobilised.

Above right: The
Grenadier Guards in
their late nineteenth
century uniform.
Left: Reservists of the
Grenadier Guards
queue for a medical
inspection at
Wellington Barracks,
Chelsea, London, after
being recalled at the
outbreak of the war.
Below: Cap badge of
the Grenadier Guards.

Days later he was in London at
the Wellington Barracks,
Chelsea, re-enlisting with the
2nd Battalion Grenadier Guards.
On 15 August they had landed
at Le Harve in France and were
quickly involved in the early
stages of the fighting near
Ypres, known as the ‘Race to
the Sea’. This action was to
prevent the German army
sweeping around the rear of the
Belgian and Allied forces, in
their intention to push their
front line through to Paris. The
race to the Belgian coast soon became a stalemate as both sides began to consolidate their ground.
This resulted in the formation of the northern part of the Western Front, as the facing armies dug into
their trenches. On 20 August the battalion came under the newly structured 1st Guards Brigade,
Guards Division, and has the unusual distinction of being formed in France, rather than at home. The
various Guards units that had been with other divisions were withdrawn to be brought together in this
new formation. It remained on the Western Front throughout the rest of the war and was initially
engaged in the operations listed below.
1914
15th of August 1914 the Grenadiers proceeded to France, landing at Le Havre.
The Battle of Mons and the subsequent retreat (23 August 1914)
The Battle of the Marne (5–12 September 1914)
The Battle of the Aisne (13–28 September 1914)
First Battle of Ypres
(19 October – 22 November)
Winter Operations of 1914-15

It would appear from John’s record that he was not with this first wave of the BEF going to France, but
with the troops leaving on 4 October 1914. During this training period, as an experienced man he had
been promoted to Lance Corporal on 14 September 1914. On arrival in France, they were entrained
for Belgium and move into the line defending Ypres in the ‘race for the sea’. However, on 23
October 1914, in the early stages of the First Battle of Ypres, John was hit by enemy fire, receiving a
gunshot wound to the thigh. He was taken to the 11 General Hospital, Boulogne on 29 October 1914,
before being put on a hospital ship later that same day and returned to England. On 25 November, he
was transferred to the care of the 4th Battalion Grenadiers while stationed at home.
On 23 February 1915, he was in Southampton, on a troop ship taking him back to France, where he
rejoined his battalion at the Front on 10 March. The following week he was appointed acting
Sergeant, his full promotion finally confirmed on 15 May.
During 1915 his battalion were involved in the significant
battles of Aubers Ridge (9 May 1915) and
The Battle of Loos (25 September -14 October 1915).
Following this action at Loos, John was laid low with influenza,
which was so bad that he brought back from the lines to 33
Casualty Clearing Station, then sent back to England on the
Hospital Ship Anglia on 8 November. He had a lucky escape;
on 17 November 1915, Anglia was returning from Calais to
Dover, carrying 390 injured officers and soldiers, when just east
of Folkestone Gate at around 12.30 pm, she struck a mine and

sank in fifteen minutes, resulting in the loss of 134 lives.
On his return to England, John was transferred to the home based 5th Battalion Grenadier Guards. He
would not return to France for another year. At least he would miss the carnage of the Somme. On 8
October 1916, he was transferred to the 1st Battalion and embarked on a troop ship at Southampton
once more to head back to the Front, where he arrived on 19 October.
On 8 March 1917, for reasons unknown, John was reduced to the rank of Corporal for ‘inefficiency’ in
the field, suggesting the demands of carrying out the role of a Sergeant was beyond his capabilities.
There does not seem to be anything untoward about this as there was no charge brought on his conduct
record.

Left: The Guards
Divisional Canteen
for the wounded at
Guillemont,
September 1916.
Note the banner
bearing the
Grenadier Guards
Divisional Sign. The
notice on the board
read: "For Wounded:
Tea, Cake etc. Free
at any hour".

Into 1917, the Battalion were involved in the action surrounding the German retreat to the Hindenburg
Line (14 Mar - 5 Apr), before being moved to Belgium, where they took part in the horrors of The
Third Battles of Ypres; which saw them in action in the following;
- Battle of Pilkem (31 Jul - 2 Aug)
- The Battle of the Menin Road (20 - 25 Sep)
- The Battle of Poelcapelle (9 Oct)
- The First Battle of Passchendaele (12 Oct)

However, before the main battles began, John was wounded again, this time receiving gunshot wounds
to his neck and left hand on 14 July 1917. He was treated in the casualty clearing stations, before
being evacuated to No 5 Convalescent Camp, at Cayeux on the coast. This extract from the The War
Diary of George Culpitt, Royal Welch Fusiliers, gives an insight into the experience of the soldiers treated there,
From the ambulance I was taken to a ward and put in bed, and for the first five days lived on
milk alone, until they had got my temperature down. I was marked as having Panexio of
unknown origin, and this really means that something is wrong with one, but they cannot tell
what it may develop into, if anything. Consequently, at one time they thought I was going to
have typhoid, but luckily this did not come off. On about the 15th day I got up, although fairly
weak and they said I had had influenza. Two days afterwards, I was marked for Convalescent
Camp, and was transferred by Ambulance and train to No. 5 Convalescent camp Cayeux, which
proved to be undoubtedly the best of its kind in France.

The camp, composed of rows of tents, was situated behind a thick belt of trees about 1000 yards
from the sea shore, and some two miles from the town of Cayeux. The air from such a place was
very fine and bracing and we were not asked to do even light fatigues for the first week, and
then it was only such as putting up tents etc.
We were allowed out of the Camp after 5 o'clock on week days, and after 2 p.m. on Sundays,
and by getting a pass we could go to the seaside resort of Cayeux. All along the coast were
some very fine stretches of sand, and as the weather was very fine I had a most enjoyable time. I
stayed here for just on three weeks and during this time regained my full health and strength.
There was nearly always something to arouse oneselves; concerts every other night, lectures and
sports, and so we passed the time.
At the end of three weeks we were marked out, and after seeing the Colonel we were taken by
motor to the station and entrained for the Base. As it happened, there were three or four Welsh
Fusiliers, and so we all went together to Rouen, our Base having been shifted from Etaples some
months previously. The journey was a long one as usual, but at last we arrived at the Station and
set out on the 2 mile walk to the Camp, which lay at the back of Rouen. This we reached at
length and were directed to our own Depot where we found much the same state prevailing as at
Etaples. After reporting to the orderly room, we were put in tents, about 7 in each, and told to
fall in next morning for Kit inspection.
from The War Diary of George Culpitt, Royal Welch Fusiliers
transcribed by his grandson, Alan Culpitt
www.culpitt-war-diary.org.uk

After a couple of months in this idyllic retreat, John was given a month’s leave on 3 October 1917,
before returning to the battalion on 12 November 1917. He returned to find them busy preparing for
the Battle of Cambrai (20 Nov - 3 Dec), where his brother Charlie would win his D.C.M.
After coming through unscathed, he was in hospital again at the end of January 1918, suffering from
an abscess, possibly related to his wounds. He was back with his battalion again after a couple of
weeks to take part in the The First Battles of the Somme 1918;
- The Battle of St Quentin (21-23 March)
- The Battle of Bapaume (24-25 March)
- The First Battle of Arras 1918 (28 March)

On 6 April 1918, he received gunshot wounds for a third time when he was hit in the leg and side, so
severe that his injuries required multiple surgery. He was hospitalised in 16 General Hospital at Le
Treport, an extensive hospital camp on the cliffs a few miles north of Dieppe. Following his
operations, he was then moved across the camp to the adjacent No.3 Hospital which was a tented
convalescence area on the same site. Three months after his injury, he was discharged from hospital
and moved to Harfleur near Le Harve on 9 July 1918, before being transferred to the battalion base
depot at Etaples on the 18th. It was determined there that he was too weak even to carry his pack, and
he was back in Harfleur on the 26th ready to be shipped home. John finally arrived in England on 9
August 1918, and transferred to the home based 5th Reserve Battalion of the Grenadiers, but for him
the war at the Front was over.

Above: The 16 General Hospital is in the centre of the camp.
No. 3 convalescent hospital is to the right foreground.

Back in the 1st Battalion, he was appointed Acting Lance Sergeant on 30 September, which was
reduced to Corporal on 1 November as his duties were lessened, and he was sent to Albuhera Barracks,
Aldershot, for a medical on 10 December. The doctor recorded (for pension purposes) that he had a
20% disability due to a gunshot wound in his back, just below the shoulder, and a gunshot wound to
the thigh. He was still unable to carry any weight and had difficulty walking, becoming tired very
quickly preventing him walking far, which was more painful in wet weather. He was discharged to
the reserve battalion on 11 December 1918 at Oswestry. John White was going home.
John returned to his family in Aldford, and a daughter Eleanor was born in 1926. John died in 1961
aged 77 and his wife Martha in 1966 aged seventy-six.

Service medal record for John White

Researched and written
by
Mike Royden

www.roydenhistory.co.uk

With thanks to;
John Gallagher
(Churton War Memorial Committee)

