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A Box in the Attic

The Lost Story of Private William Hoare
10th Battalion Royal Welch Fusiliers

The weather on the night of 12/13 November
1916, close to the village of Serre in Picardy,

northern France, was particularly foul. The
Jrost of the foregoing days had given way to a
thick wet fog. This fog not only reduced visibility,

it made the ground, already devastated by move
or less continuous artillery pounding since |

July 1916, especially greasy. Before dawn, the
men of the 10th Battalion Royal Welch Fusiliers
(10/RWF), fortified by a provision of hot tea, rum
and a cheese sandwich, prepared themselves to
advance on the German lines before the village
of Serre. On the left of the RWF were the men of
the 2nd Suffolk Regiment; on the right those of
the 1st Royal Scots Fusiliers and behind, with
orders to attack the village of Serre itself once
the German lines had been overrun, were the
Ist Gordon Highlanders. At 5.45am the orders
to advance were given and the Batile of the
Ancre began.

Wounded

Conditions for an advance were abysmal. ® The
poor visibility meant that the lines quickly lost
their shape and the men lost touch with each
other. So deep was the mud that those advancing
frequently sank up to the calf, if not to the knee,
and had to continually pull themselves — and
others — free. Notwithstanding these difficulties,
the Welsh made good ground but were unaware
that the Germans had learnt of their attack in
advance. Thus, the Germans could employ a
new factic, recently developed, of leaving the
front trenches relatively lightly-guarded, but
the final trenches fully manned. The small
number of British soldiers who had reached
the German lines could not hold their gains and
they were pushed back in fierce fighting. By
8.30am it was clear that the attack had failed.

"--..___‘___-__

by Dr Ian Stone

Of the men from 10/RWF who had attacked
two-and—a-half hours earlier, approximately
280 were killed, wounded or missing.®

Among those wounded was a young private
called William Hoare, known to his family
as Bill. He had suffered gunshot wounds to
his face and chest.® His fellow soldiers and
those working at the Field Ambulance must
have thought his injuries were non-fatal,
for they took the decision to evacuate him to
No. 4 Casualty Clearing Station (4 CCS) at
Varennes, roughly 7 % miles away from the
battlefield. Certainly, when he arrived Bill was
in a ‘collapsed condition® but he probably did
not think his life to be in danger as he left no
message for his family. At some point during
the afternoon of 13 November, however,
Bill slipped into unconsciousness and died at
5.15pm. He was 22 years old. He was buried at
Varennes military cemetery.® He was owed £7
15s 3d in wages which were paid to his father
Charles Hoare.®

London Welsh
Bill had been born on 26 April 1894 in
Camberwell, in what is now the borough of
Southwark in southeast London. His birth was
registered in the parish of St Peter, Walworth,
in the district of St Saviour, Southwark. © He
was one of 11 children — of whom eight made
it to adulthood — of Chartes Henry Hoare and
his wife Eliza. Charles worked as a printer or
printer’s cutter; it is not known what work,
if any, Eliza did beyond raising so large a
family. Working in the printing and stationery
industries appears to have been something of a
family tradition, and Bill was indentured to a
seven—year-long apprenticeship, beginning on
17 July 1908, as a vellum binder with Hadden,
Best & Co in West Harding Street, just off Fetter
Lane.” Indeed, the census of 1911 reveals that
all five of Charles and Eliza’s adult children
worked either as printers, printers’ assistants or
bookbinders.® At the time this indenture was
made, the family were living at 114, Beresford
Street, Camberwell. The census tells us the
family occupied six rooms at this address.®
Presumably Bill was making good progress
with his apprenticeship as he is recorded as
working as an assistant in a printer’s warehouse.
Good progress or not, shortly after Christmas
1914, Bill, then 20 years old, walked into a
recruitment office at Holborn and enlisted in
15/RWF — (1st London Welsh).U® It is most
likely that Bill enlisted on 28 December 1914,
as is revealed by comparison of his regimental
number with others whose date of enlistment
is known, and by the fact that among Bill’s
effects was a New Testament, in which, on a
note dated 28 December, he gave his address as
15th Battalion London Welsh Regiment.('V Bill
had no obvious Welsh connections; he seems
simply to have joined the regiment recruiting
closest to his place of work. Bill was due to

complete his apprenticeship in July 1915, so
why did he enlist in the army when he had just
seven months of a seven—year apprenticeship
left to complete? The answer is probably the
same combination of push and pull factors that
drove many young men like Bill to enlist: a
longing for adventure, boredom with their lives
at home, the chance to see some of the world
outside of Britain, the pay, patriotic fervour and
peer—pressure.

15/RWF had first been formed in September
1914.92 Officially recognised in October 1914,
perhaps as many as 1,400 men were recruited
and trained at Gray’s Inn Square, London,
before the end of the year.(® The battalion was
headquartered at the Inn and Gray’s Inn Gardens
were even turned into a barrack square where
as many as 900 men would muster, drill and
train. Indeed, in 1929, a memorial to the men of
the 1st and 2nd London Welsh Battalions was
unveiled at Gray’s Inn Square.!¥

Memorial plagque to the men of the Ist and 2nd
London Welsh Battalions, Gray s Inn Square

On 15 December, the battalion left London for
Llandudno.'® Bill and the others who enlisted
after this date must have soon followed their
new comrades to Wales. The men remained in
Wales engaged in training, as part of the 38th
(Welsh) Division, until 19 August when they
began to be transferred to Winchester.('® Bill
was certainly there in May 1915, when he sent
a postcard to his ‘ma’ from Llandudno, with a
popular cartoon of a German soldier hiding in
a barrel until the London Welsh ‘haf gone by’
so that he ‘kan kom out’, reassuring her that he
was being paid his full wage of 4s 84.07 Bill
perhaps departed on 25 August, for on this date
a message from Lord Roberts was written into
Bill’s Active Service Testament, with which he
had been presented by “friends in Liandudno ...
as a memento of his [Bill’s] stay in the town,
1914-15°.1% This note, exhorted Bill to “put
his faith in God’, for ‘he will watch over you
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Bill Hoare’s postcard to his ‘ma’from Llandudno, May 1915

and strengthen you ... [and provide] guidance
when you are in health, comfort when you
are in sickness, and strength when you are in
adversity’.

Letters

Following another three months of training on
the South Downs, the men of 15/RWF began
to be transferred to France on 1 December.!!”
Bill’s medal index card states that he entered
the theatre of war on 3 December 1915.¢%
The movements and adventures of 15/RWF
from their arrival in France can be traced from
official sources, such as the regimental war
diaries and narrative sources, such as Griffith’s
Up to Mametz. This latter source, which gives a
wonderful insight into a British soldier’s life in
the first half of 1916, reveals that the battalion
was engaged sometimes in rather desultory
fighting, sometimes in rather more intense
combat.®" Griffith noted that, by March 1916,

‘on parade the company had shrunk to one half
its original size, although we could not recall to
memory any one day of large loss’ .2 The men
of 15/RWF, perhaps without being fully aware
of it, were fully engaged in the war’s grinding
attrition.

Trying to reconstruct Bill’s  exact
whereabouts during these months, however, is
a much harder task, for his army records were
unfortunately among those lost during the Blitz
in London in 1940. The sources which we do
have can, too, pose more questions than provide
answers. For example, we learn from his medal
roll that Bill had two periods away from
15/RWF at the Infantry Base Depot.®® When
exactly these were, or whether his absences
were a result of illness or injury cannot now be
ascertained. A few letters which Bill exchanged
with his family do survive, although none of
these shed any light on these absences. What
can be gleaned from these letters? Two of them

reveal that in December 1915 he was serving
in A Company, 3 Platoon 15/RWF in France;
that his family were sending parcels containing
mints, cigarettes and razor blades; that Bill was
‘surprised to hear” his brother, Ernie (then aged
32/33) had been rejected for military service,
but that he was ‘very pleased’ to hear that
another brother Jack (then aged 25) had joined
the army. Indeed, it is worth noting here that of
the six sons of Charles and Eliza Hoare who
survived to adulthood, four of them joined
either the British or Canadian armies during the
war.?) In a letter of February 1916, Bill’s sister,
Ann, sent Bill news of his family and promised
to send on to Bill his watch when the jeweller
had had time to repair it.

Mametz Wood?

Beyond that, however, very little can be learnt
about Bill’s involvement in the war during the
first half of 1916. On 10 June 1916, the men of
Bill’s battalion, along with the remainder of the
38th (Welsh) Division were ordered to march
south from their location in the Givenchy
sector, in order to take part in the forthcoming
Somme offensive.?® Was Bill among these
soldiers? Or did this move coincide with one
of his stints at the base depot? On 10-12 July,
15/RWF attacked Mametz Wood. Was Bill
there? If he was, he would have borne witness
to, and presumably taken part in, some of the
fiercest fighting imaginable.® Between 6 and
11 July six officers and 235 other ranks were
killed, wounded or reported as missing from
15/RWF.2" Probably one-third of the battalion’s
strength; perhaps one—half of those who went
into battle. These numbers do not reveal the
true horror of the attack on Mametz Wood.
Griffith, who wrote of his experiences there,
described the sight of corpses outnumbering
men, limbs and heads detached from bodies
above in the trees and below on the ground; the
smell and taste of acrid fumes and corruption
mixed with ‘fresh earth and crushed bark’; the
sound of thunderous shelling; and the feel of
almost impenetrable undergrowth intertwined
with dead and wounded soldiers.®® If one of
Bill’s stints at the base depot was a result of an
injury received, it would be no surprise if had
been wounded in the ghastly perdition that was
Mametz Wood.

Transfer
Following his second spell at the base depot,
Bill was transferred to 10/RWF. This battalion
had been formed in Wrexham on 16 October
1914 and entered France on 27 September
1915. When and for what reason he was drafted
into that battalion are unknown, but it is most
likely that at the time of his recovery 10/RWF
were most in need of men. It was from his new
battalion, on 11 November 1916, that Bill sent
a trench card to his brother Percy to let him
know that he was well and that he had received
his letter of 7 November. On the same day,
Bill also wrote to his mother, telling her that
he had received ‘a nice letter from Percy’ and
thanking her and his father for sending him a
‘haul’, including some nuts. At the end of this
one page letter Bill wrote ‘well Ma, have little
to say so will close. Best love to all. Your loving
son, Bill xxx.

Two days later Bill was dead.

One gets the sense, when reading Bill’s final
letter to his mother and the trench card to his
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The official telegram notifying Charles Hoare of his son’s death dated 17 November 1916. Note the official date
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Sister Bulman 5 letter to Eliza Hoare of 13 November 1916 Again the date ofdealh

brother, that Bill and the other men had been
told of the imminent attack on Serre, and had
been advised to make their peace with their
God and to write to those whom they held dear.
It is also possible that the telegram announcing
Bill’s death to the family, which was received
on 17 November 1916, arrived before his final
letter:

‘R9372 17/11/16 aaa deeply regret to

inform you your son No. 22352 Pte.

W. Hoare 10" RWF died 13" inst[ant]

gunshot wounds penetrating face at No

4 Casualty Clearing Station, France,”@”

This telegram was followed a day later by
Army Form B. 104-82, which contained the
same news. If they did receive Bill’s final letter
after news of his death, one can only imagine
the conflicting emotions which Charles and
Eliza, Bill’s parents, would have had when
they received an envelope with Bill’s familiar,
untidy and unruly hand on the outside. Bill’s
letter home would have swiftly been followed
by another sent from France. This one, sent by
Sister Gertrude Mary Bulman, came from 4
CCS, to which Bill was evacuated and where
he died. The medical staff must have seen the
butchery of war daily; one imagines that after
a time they would have become desensitised
to its horrors. Sister Bulman, however, was
possessed of humanity enough to take the
time to write to Bill’s family. Her letter is
transcribed below:
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‘Dear Madam, 1 very much regret
to inform you that your son died in
this hospital this evening. He was
admitted to us suffering from wounds
of face and chest & in a very collapsed
condition. We did all we could for him
but he did not improve & passed away
at 5.15pm. He was not conscious for
some little time before his death, &
before that I don’t think he realised his
critical condition so sent no messages.
He will be buried in the cemetery
here, part of which is put aside for the
soldiers. With much sympathy to you.
From yours very truly,

G. M. Bulman. Sister.’

Remarkable woman

Gertrude Mary Bulman was a remarkable
woman. She was born in Carlisle on 5 June 1885
and enrolled as a nurse in November 1909.6%
In 1911, she was working as a nurse at Leeds
General Infirmary.®" She was called up to the
Territorial Force Nursing Service (TFNS) on 7
August 1914 but remained, at first, in England.
On 18 January 1915, she wrote to Miss Sidney

Browne, Matron-in-Chief IFHS, to say that
she was ‘most anxious to go to the front” and
that she would ‘like foreign service’. On 11
May 1915, she was passed fit for active service
abroad and she went to France four days later.
Gertrude served as sister in charge of several
casualty clearing stations in France, a role she
fulfilled for more than two years. On 3 June
1916, she was awarded the Royal Red Cross
Second Class and, on 15 June 1916, she was
mentioned in despatches by Sir Douglas Haig.®?
She was also mentioned in despatches on 7
April 1918. After the war, she was demobilised
on 10 March 1919 and awarded the Royal
Red Cross First Class on 3 June 1919, with
which she was invested on 11 June. In 1923,
she was twice promoted: first, on 15 March, to
the position of assistant Matron; then, on 20
June 1923, to that of matron. Thereafter she
served with distinction as matron at the Royal
Free Hospital in Hampstead, London, until
her resignation from her post on 17 July 1936.
Gertrude enjoyed a long retirement before her
death in London on 9 April 1971.

Sister Bulman’s compassion must have
offered some small consolation to Bill’s family.

Yet it seems that her letter was put into an
attaché case, along with other memorabilia
connected with Bill’s army service, where it
remained hidden from view. Also in this case
were letters, cards, telegrams and indentures,
some of which have been cited above, along
with other documents detailing Bill’s life and
service history, together with several of Bill’s
effects, including bibles, medals and even his
belt. Indeed, according to Bill’s niece, Bill’s
war record remained hidden in more than
just this physical sense. She recalls that little
mention was ever made by family members
of what had happened to ‘Brother Bill’ during
the war; certainly, no one from the family ever
visited Bill’s grave. It is as if the whole (too
painful?) episode was marked down as ‘one of
those which is simply not discussed’. To such
an extent that, despite the sending of several
letters to the family about Bill’s headstone, no
one from the family even corrected the Imperial
War Graves Commission who mistakenly
recorded Bill’s date of death as 14 November
1916. It was only following the death of Bill’s
sister, Ann (Queenie) Catherine Hoare in 1980,
that the attaché case was found among her

The attaché case discovered in 1980 which held long forgotten items relating to Bill Hoare's life, war service and death
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Sister Gertrude Mary Bulman. Courtesy London
Metropolitan Archives

effects. Since then, Bill’s service history has
been rediscovered and his grave visited by
several family members.

Obscured

It would not have been possible to recreate
some of Bill’s story without access to all the
official records of which historians of the Great
War make such good use. But these are of
strictly limited use. Bill’s entry in the records
of the soldiers who died in the Great War,
available on Ancestry.com, tells us where Bill
enlisted but not when he signed up or why he
chose that regiment; it also gives the wrong
date, 14 November 1916, for his death. Bill’s
medal card provides us with a date when he
entered France, and makes known that he
was awarded three medals, but this record too
shows the same incorrect date of death. His
medal roll reveals that he twice moved on and
off 15/RWF’s strength, before a final transfer
to 10/RWF; but this source offers no dates or
explanations for any of these movements. His
headstone and entry on the CWGC website,
too, have the wrong date of death, and add
little further detail to the picture we are trying
to create. The account of Bill’s effects at his
death does have the correct date for his death,
but this also divulges little else of Bill’s life.
To look at these surviving official records is
to peer through obscured glass and discern
little more than an outline of Bill Hoare. This,
unfortunately, is the lot of anyone who wishes
to trace the history of a soldier whose records
are mostly lost. In the case of this one soldier,
there was much more of a story that could be
told through his surviving personal effects. But
in this instance, the effects, and therewith Bill’s
story, too, remained concealed for decades. We
are reminded, I think, that even in an age of
easily accessible source material a great deal of
history can still be told through boxes in attics.
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