Letters from the First World War, 1915 Training

Letters from the First World War, 1915

These are some of the many letters sent by staff of the Great Western
Railway Audit office at Paddington who had enlisted to fight in the First
World War. Here you will find all the letters and transcripts from this
collection that relate to the soldiers' experience of training in England
before they were sent abroad.
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Training: ‘do you like the photo?’

Harold George Giles, 17 May 1915, Churn Camp, Oxford,
England. Born: 18 May 1898, Joined GWR: 7 August 1912, Joined up
for service: 19 March 1915, Regiment: Royal Bucks Hussars, Regiment

number:2125; 205745, Rank: Private, Retired: Resigned from Audit
office on 9 May 1920
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Transcript

Dear Mr Jones

Just a line to let you know that I'm still alive and am moving to King’s
Lynn on Wednesday next. Will write you later. How do you like the photo?
Best regards to the office. From,

H. Giles
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Training: ‘drill before breakfast’

Arthur Smith, 4 April 1915, France. Born: 8 March
1895, Regiment: Railway Troop, Royal Engineers, Regiment
number: 87760, Rank: Lance Corporal

Transcript

Dear Sir,

I have now been out in France a fortnight. I am getting on quite well in
the army. Food is also good and plentiful. Of course, I find the life much
rougher from that which I have been used to, but it is a fine experience
all the same.

We were at Longmoor camp for a week where we were equipped and put
through elementary drills. We slept in a big hut there and had a sack of
straw and three blankets each. The huts, of which ours was one, were
called Apple Pie and they are about a mile from the camp, so we had to
be up about six every morning in order to march down for parade at the
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camp. The parade was at 7.15am. Some mornings we had an hour’s drill
before breakfast. It was about 11pm I should think, when we arrived at
Longmoor on 31% March, and consequently we went straight to our hut.
No light was provided so we had to fish about for our beds in the dark.
Fortunately it was moonlight, and after some time a lantern was brought.
We were only too glad when getting up time came the next morning. It
was before six. We were marched down to the camp and were inspected
by the Sergeant Major and after waiting some time went into breakfast.
Roast sausage was the chief item on the menu but to our amazement no
knives and forks were supplied for us...Well, the only thing was to convey
the sausages to our mouths with fingers.

The nearest thing to a knife and fork that some had was a pair of nail
scissors so these were used. Personally I did not know whether to feel
shocked or to laugh at the situation; it ended in the latter. We Audit
fellows got to one table and we had to have a good laugh before we could
eat much. It was a hopeless situation to be in. Don't let this discourage
anyone from coming but I warn him to bring a knife and fork with him.
After the first day we were issued with kits and we treasure our knives
and forks now. We came across on the mail boat Hantonia from
Southampton to Havre. ... We had to sleep in huts there on the docks but
the sleeping accommodation was better. We Audit fellows were able to
keep together till last Saturday night, when Pond and I were sent off to
different railheads. He is at 3™ Corps Railhead. We had to travel in
horseboxes and during night time. We travelled in this manner Saturday,
Sunday and Monday nights. French shunting is severe and we were
shaken up. Saturday and Sunday we were about 30 in the trucks, Monday
17.

We were fortunate enough to get out into every town at which we
stopped during the day. On Tuesday night another young fellow and I
were stranded at a station somewhere in France, and we were instructed
by the military authorities to sleep in the goods shed. We had to sleep on
the deck of the shed and shunting was going on during the night. This
was about the limit, I thought.
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I arrived finally at my destination about midday last Wednesday. Now I
live in a truck at a small French station. There are two other Sappers and
a Lieutenant here. We deal chiefly with gifts and comforts sent to the
troops...

We are out in the country. I think this railhead is about seven miles from
the firing line. Can hear the guns and see the star shells at night. I must
ask you kindly to excuse me for writing in pencil because I have no pen
and ink here. Would you mind letting this letter be treated as to the whole
of the statistical department, please sir. With kindest regards to all. I am
yours obediently,

Arthur Smith
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Training: ‘no signs of moving’

Sidney Broad Hodges, 30 December 1915, Longmoor, England. Born: 7
January 1884, Regiment: Royal Engineers, Railway Troop, Regiment
number: 138032, Rank: Sapper, Died: 1956
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Transcript

I might say we are all merry and bright and not down hearted yet.

Dear Mr Hunt,

Received card alright for which I must thank you very much. We are still
at Longmoor and no signs of moving as I have been made cook’s mate

and had to work very hard all through Xmas.

Sapper Hodges
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Training: ‘We are now fully equipped’

Nicholas Boyce, 9 November 1915, Longmoor Camp, England. Born: 21
October 1879, Joined GWR: 10 February 1896, Regiment: Railway
Troop, Royal Engineers, Regiment number: 138015, Rank: Sapper,
Retired: October 1939

Transcript

Dear Lack,

Many thanks for the photographs received. We all think they are good and
on Saturday the six of us had out photo taken here in a similar position-
in khaki. The two pictures together should make a lasting memento.

We have had little spare time since we have been training here. Having
been through company drill mixed with route marches, physical drill,
semaphore, knot tying and frog, long jumping etc. Some of our men were
able to go to town on Saturday... but I myself with a few others have been
under orders for overseas service now waiting to proceed, so popping up
town seems out of the question for us. We are numbered in alphabetical
order, and in the order we are sent out. We are now fully equipped. I
enclose ... postage for the photographs. If you are printing any more you
might save me one as I am afraid I have spoilt mine, it got bent in my
overcoat pocket on Saturday. Please remember me to all at the office...

N. Boyce
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