1914-18 Ordinary Men - Extraordinary Courage
The war memorial in Little Downham lists thirty two men and in
Coveney fourteen men (WW1) who lost their lives and the lives of
many more unrecorded men and women were scarred by this
conflict. An inscription on the Little Downham memorial reads "Their
names liveth for evermore" and whenever I visit somewhere new I
try to find time to read the names on the war memorial to honour this
sentiment. The bravery, humour and fears of the men who fought
are best described in their own words.
Lance Corporal Fred Hopkin of Main Street, Little Downham wrote
the following letter to his mother: "On Friday evening last (Oct 27th)
after a few more days in the trenches which for rain, mud and shells
were absolute terrors, I was sitting just about dusk in a dug-out with
a sergeant and a private of our platoon, making out lists of men for
various duties. Another sergeant was standing just outside, when all
at once a heavy shell fell on our dugout, blowing the roof in on us,
and we were all buried beneath more than four feet of earth. Well, I
knew we were there, and that it was no use trying to get out, as we
couldn't move a limb. The
sergeant's head was close
to mine, and I heard him
shout 'help' a time or two. A
minute later I heard him
gurgling as if he were being
strangled, and his hands
were scratching my face. I
thought he would be getting
hold of my neck and doing
me in all the quicker, so I
shouted to him 'All right,
Sergeant, lie still.' But he had been trying to move, and had lost
breath, and I knew that he couldn't last long under there. I lay quite
still; all the same I thought each little breath I could get would be my
last. I was thinking of you two only, and I didn't care a bit about
myself. At last I heard someone talking and digging, and I lay quite

still. In a moment, which
seemed a week, they got
down to me, and i got my
head out so that I could
breath. They asked me
how many were in there,
and I told them three, and
who they were. I got an
arm out scratched the earth
from the sergeant's face.
but it was too late. He was
dead. The officer was
telling me how brave I was
after being buried all that
time to try to save the
sergeant at my very first
chance and in telling them
where to dig even before I
was out myself. Then they
finished digging me out, but
the others were dead, and
when I was out I found I
could hardly stand. All the
use seemed to have gone,
and my back was hurt
being crushed up in such a
position with so much
weight on me. The
stretcher bearers then took me to a dressing station, and a few
minutes later I was transferred by ambulance to a rest camp, where I
am now. But don't you worry yourselves about me, as I don't think I
shall be many weeks before I am better again."
Private Bertram Miller of Little Downham wrote:

"I am now the captain's orderly - my work now is to run messages
for him - so, you see, I am one of those fellows who get either a V.C.
or a bullet, so do not be surprised if you see me coming home
before long with a medal on my chest. We are going into the
trenches again tomorrow, and
I hope our neighbours over
the way will be a little quieter
this time, as I thought they
were going to finish me last
Thursday. They whiz-banged
the trench in on top of us. I lay
there and did not know
whether I was hit or not. I
know I was not dead because
I could see others creeping
about. The other day we were
taking up some hurdles when
they turned a machine gun on
us. we had to drop the hurdles
and roll into the nearest shell
hole. If your luck is out it will
be half full of water. This
makes it amusing when a
nervous chap hears a gun in
another section and flops
down into the water. We have
some sport then. But I am
sorry for any chap that is
nervous, for I tell you my
nerves have been a bit tight,
when I could feel and hear
bullets going just over my head and back. It gives one an idea of
what war is, and it makes one begin to wonder.'
Second Corporal Horace Fuller of Little Downham wrote:

'We were travelling to the front all Wednesday and Thursday. We
halted by the roadside the first night, and the second night we
wanted to no rocking to sleep, although our guns were making grand
music all around us. The next night I was on guard when a sentry
reported gas. Though we have been out so long it was the first time
we had to face that. We did not get it bad, and it soon passed over.
the guns firing into the thicket to disperse the clouds. In the villages
behind everyone, including the schoolchildren, carry their gas
helmets slung over their
shoulders ready for use. The
fine weather has made the air
work most interesting to
watch. We are always having
Hun planes over us to spot
the guns, but they don't stay
long enough to see much.
They generally put on speed
and clear out while they are
safe. Shells fired at them that
do not burst often fall in our lines, and we dig them up next day or at
night, if daylight is too dangerous. A 13in dropped close to our hut
the other morning. If it had dropped on us there would have been a
bit of a move on.'
My parents generation fought in the second war and I remember
them often reminiscing about their experiences but I never
remember a single occasion when their parents generation spoke
about experiences in the first war, it was too traumatic for them to
want to remember and the above stories give a flavour of that . All
the more reason that we should remember and be grateful.
Robin Pearl

