THE SEARCH FOR SECOND LIEUTENANT JOHN HAYES FEARNHEAD “JACK” OF THE 1/7TH KING’S LIVERPOOL REGIMENT, KILLED NEAR GUILLEMONT IN AUGUST 1916

When I began to write about Jack, I was worried - how could I do justice to someone I have never known, but who has become a major part of my life for the past eleven years.   Then I realised that the extracts from his letters will speak for him. 

Although his is but one of countless stories told of that terrible war, after reading his letters to my grandmother and to his family written between 1914 and 1916, to me Jack has become very special.  He belonged to the King’s Liverpool Regiment and was among the near three thousand casualties suffered by The King’s at Guillemont.  He died of wounds received on the 13th August, 1916, during the time that his battalion was being relieved.  

This small Somme village has a special place in the history of The King’s Liverpool Regiment.  Captain N.G. Chavasse VC and Bar, MC won the first of his VCs at Guillemont, as Medical Officer to the 10th Liverpool Scottish and Sergeant David Jones of the 12th King’s was also awarded the VC for his actions there.

During the fight for its possession, which involved five separate attacks, there were no less than thirteen battalions of the King’s Liverpool involved.  These were the 17th, 18th, 19th and 20th of the 30th Division;  1/5TH, 1/6TH, 1/7TH, 1/8TH (Irish), 1/9th and 1/10th (Scottish) of the 55th Division;  1st Battalion of the 2nd Division;  13th of the 3rd Division and the 12th Battalion in the 20th Division.  In addition, both the 4th and 11th Battalions were in the area, although not directly engaged.  Jack came into this fight as part of the 1/7th Battalion.

Through their teenage years my grandmother and Jack were sweethearts and although she later married, she never forgot Jack.  I remember the day that she and I sat and looked at his letters and photographs together.  I was sixteen and my abiding impression was how very young he looked.  He had joined up in September 1914 when he was nineteen and the first photograph was of him in the uniform of a private, looking rather unsure of himself.  In another photograph taken eighteen months later and six months before he was killed, he is in the uniform of a second lieutenant.  The same blue eyes gaze into the distance, but now there is a distinct pride in his bearing.  His letters, written from the various places where he was based in the UK, before he left for France, are a mixture of real humour and seriousness, together with a sensitivity and complete acceptance of whatever might befall him.

Many years after my grandmother died, Jack’s photographs and letters were given to me by my cousin, and as I looked at them again, I wished that I had asked her more about him. I saw that one of the photographs had “Killed in Action” written across one corner, which I hadn’t noticed when first seeing it.  There was no other information at all about Jack and, although my grandmother had talked of them as a couple and about him volunteering in 1914, I realised that I knew nothing about his life.  

With the finality of the words “Killed in Action” a seed was planted, he was so young.  I wanted to find out more and was advised to contact the Commonwealth War Graves Commission to see whether they could tell me where he is buried.  That, I thought, would be the end of it and I didn’t have any inclination to enquire further. 

This was before the CWGC joined the computer age and I made the call to a lady in the ever helpful Enquiries Department and waited whilst she searched the lists for Jack’s name.  Suddenly the words “Here he is, I’ve found him” made it very personal.  I was told that Jack has no known grave, but he is commemorated on the Thiepval Memorial in France.  I was hooked in a way that was completely unexpected to me and those words began the search to find out what happened to him that has lasted for so many years.  

My research has brought me into contact with some of the nicest and most helpful people I have ever met.  Also, the most patient! Members of the King’s Regiment and Manchester Grammar School have helped me and I have spent many an hour in the Public Record Office and the Regimental Museum in Liverpool looking at everything I could find related to the 7th Battalion such as photographs and war diaries.  Jack was billetted with a Young Officers Company in the Savoy Hotel in Blackpool from December 1915 to May 1916, many of his letters being written from there.  It has many of the original features and it is easy to imagine what life was like for those young men prior to leaving for France or Belgium. 

I have soaked up every detail that I could find about all aspects of Jack’s life from the time he was born until he went to France and from nothing, I now have many photographs and know more than I could ever have hoped, thanks to relatives of his that have been traced to South Africa and New Zealand, Manchester and in London a cousin of Jack’s who is thankfully as interested in his life as I am and she has shared many stories about the family with me.  These contacts owe much to amazing coincidences, wild guesses and my father’s ideas!  But nobody could tell me what happened to Jack on the 13th August.  That came much later.

It seems that everyone who came into contact with Jack was very fond of him, and what has emerged during the course of my research is that he was a kind, gentle boy, with a dry sense of humour and a philosophical outlook on life, and death.  Even though he was only twenty-one when he died, at that age he seemed to accept the inevitability of death without any bitterness, but rather with curiosity at what lay beyond.  He had written as much to my grandmother in 1915 after being in the army for a few months “If I don’t get back, I shall be exploring the unknown and satisfying all my curiosity as to what comes after this world.”  Then there is his humour, which he never lost and which runs as a thread through all the letters.

He was born in Swinton, Manchester on 23rd June 1895, moving with his parents to Southport when he was very young, and it was here that he went to elementary school.  He was a bright and clever boy, gaining a place at Manchester Grammar School and it is poignant to note that his form master for much of the time he was at the school, was also killed in the Great War.

Jack left school at the age of seventeen, in order to work for his father in the family business in Swinton.  This he did until 2nd  September, 1914.  On that day, he and a friend, Edgar Porter, joined the 7th Battalion King’s Liverpool Regiment.  He began his army life as Private J.H. Fearnhead, No. 2396 of A Company, was promoted to Lance-Corporal in May 1915 and on 13th August, 1915 both he and Edgar Porter were gazetted Second Lieutenants, exactly one year before he died.  Life after volunteering consisted of postings to Romsey, Whitstable, Canterbury and Blackpool, frustrating Jack, who wanted to be in France fighting.  However, life was to change on 26th May 1916, when he sailed for France and the 1/7th Battalion on the Western Front.

In early August, by way of Gouy, Beaumetz, Fricourt and Carnoy, the 1/7th arrived in the trenches south west of  Guillemont on the Somme.   Involved in raids and attacks on the village, there they were to stay until Sunday the 13th  August.

On his way to Guillemont, Jack wrote regularly from the trenches to his parents and his sister, letters about his daily life which are at times funny, sometimes sad, but always positive.  Amazingly he could sleep during the worst of times – like many a twenty year old!   

From “Les Trenches” as he called them, he wrote on June 1st  “I turned in at twelve, sleeping as soundly as a bell ‘til nine!  There was a bit of a strafing at dawn, but I slept through it !”

Later “Just been out to watch a strafing on our north.  Most wonderful sight.  Star shells by the dozen and flashings and bangs of bursting shells.  I stood on a firing step to see it, until some Bosche sniper put the wind up me by landing a bullet a yard from me! “  This same letter finishes with a very practical request “Please send a parcel with my grey jersey in it, it gets cold in the evenings – and some grub!”.                  

In his next letter, written on Tuesday 13th June, he talks about leaving England “Rotten thing saying goodbye, isn’t it?  And everybody but me seemed to take it to heart so.  For myself it was just like a new film at a picture show.  I seemed to be a spectator of someone else’s leaving of Southport, of someone else’s journey, right up to the time that we entered the shelling zone.  THEN it was I, oh yes!  No picture show then!  Just look for deep trenches or a deeper dugout!

I don’t care a damn for the chance of a bullet.  If it kills me – well there’s an end.  Relatives grieve a bit while I explore the next world and find out which of the million and one different beliefs of this world comes nearest the point.  But in spite of this, to my mind an admirable philosophy and one in which I rest content with no qualms, the row of a strafing or a single shell bursting near is sufficient to put the wind up me.  I know of none who don’t crouch in the side of the trench when they hear the bang whizz of a 4.2 coming over.  They tell you in England that when you hear them they’ve passed you, but in the trenches I heard a bang once, a two second whizz , I crouched and the shell exploded twenty yards short.  I heard HIM before he had passed me!”

Five days later, he wrote to his sister from the rest billets  “When I woke at nine in the morning on Sunday, I found a kitten in my dugout.  It was born in the trenches about six weeks ago, so it doesn’t worry a bit about stray bullets and shells.  I took it along to the Company mess and gave it some milk and when we came back here, I brought her out of the trenches and now she is billeted with me.  When I woke this morning, she was asleep on top of my bed.  I am trying to get her to answer to Frances, ‘cos I found her in France!

He describes how they got the chance of a swim when the Royal Engineers turned a millrace into a big bath, also saying that he needs some clean underclothes as “washing is almost unheard of for officers – the only way is to send them to the Doc and get them back worse than they go.”  He then asks for four packs of cards for his platoon “they have nothing to do all day and it must be fearfully monotonous for them.  They haven’t even the interesting worry of working a platoon and are not allowed out of their billets during daylight.”  

There were long periods of inaction “’A’ Company has been in the front line for nine days now, and we don’t expect relief for some time.  Everything quiet – nothing doing at all”.  

This was on 20th June and two days later he wrote “ I have had a tour of duty of three to four hours every night and on Tuesday I took a wiring party over the top to stick up barbed wire entanglements between us and Fritz.  Intense excitement reigned whenever one of the fairly numerous star-lights went up, each one of the party trying to be the first to get flat on his face, all getting down before the light burst.  For the rest it was rather boring, the necessity to keep quiet and fairly still was somewhat trying, but was relieved by occasional bursts from Bosche machine guns flying around and an occasional stray shot.  We came in after about an hour’s work, without a casualty, except numerous scratches from the wire.”  This was written 

on the 22nd June and it was to be Jack’s twenty first birthday on the 23rd.    

The day after his birthday, he wrote “I’m quite well, but very muddy.  The trenches we are occupying at the moment are sticky and wet, in some places the water comes up almost to the knees, but the boots stand the test well, so far nothing has come through”.  He was wearing Lotus boots.  He continues “There is a bombardment going on at the moment, has been since nine this morning.  It is fine to look over the top and see the shells bursting.  You see the burst, then you hear the gun fire, then hear the whizz of the shell, then hear the explosion.  

And it takes as long quite for the things to happen as for you to read about it.  We started the barrage, but Fritz isn’t very windy yet, though he will be before we have finished with him – and he is fairly busy replying.  I happen to be well under cover, not in a dugout, but in a fairly deep trench.  Ah well, if I start recounting all the narrow escapes that have come along I shan’t finish this week, so I’d better not start”.  Jack then  launches straight into a list of items that he has found in a catalogue and would like his parents to send him, each with their individual prices, three items from the list are, kippered herrings (10d a tin), almonds and raisins (9d per carton) and baked beans (6d a tin).   He finishes the long list with “and now I suppose you are out of breath and my arm is aching I know, so anything else I find necessary will have to wait.  Through all his letters Jack repeatedly asks his parents to keep an account of the money they spend on him, so that he can repay them.

In this same letter, he then goes on to talk about his birthday the day before “Last night I had the time of my life.  Oh yes!  It was some twenty-first joy night for me.  I took a party of forty men, a sergeant and a corporal into the village behind, under shell fire, loaded them up to the extent of forty-four pounds per man and then went to a certain part of the line with them, about a mile from our own part.  Shells and rifle bullets overhead, mud or water, usually both, underfoot – oh, ‘twas the night of nights.  Those men who didn’t get lost, stolen, strayed or vamoosed were wonderfully cheerful, except one or two who grumbled audibly at each halt because I took a wrong turning in strange unknown trenches that gave them (and me too) five minutes extra walking.  One was grumbling, as every soldier is priviledged to, but when he blamed his o/c, meaning me, in a voice he knew I could hear, I thought it time to start talking about mutiny and shootings at dawn in a voice I knew HE could hear.  After that I passed word down “There will be no talking” and there wasn’t!  When we got there and delivered the goods, I couldn’t get past the men ‘cos the trench was too narrow there (it was a deep communication trench, or rather sap, from the front line towards the rear) and as I had to lead the men back, I climbed up some sandbags into the open to get to the front of the column.  When I got to the front, I found I had let myself in for a six foot jump onto unknown ground into the trench, and I was rather flummoxed and a bit windy with stray bullets flying around, ‘til a star shell went up making the place almost as bright as day.

Now anyone in the open when a star shell goes up is quite invisible to the enemy if he stands still more then about fifty yards away.  But I couldn’t afford to miss the ‘tuniopporty’ (sic) so I took advantage of the light and jumped for it.  I had barely got down before a terrible row started.  It seemed as if all the Bosch machine guns and rifles within miles were doing their best to knock the space I had been in out of the world and send it floating around the universe in about umpteen million pieces.  I rather hope they did (though I didn’t wait to see), for it would be such a shame for so much of Fritz’s time and energy and ammunition to be absolutely wasted.

Well, there’s not much more to say except that there doesn’t seem to be the slightest difference between youth and manhood!”

In another P.S. Jack says “Three days ago I applied for transfer into the R.F.C. (Royal Flying Corps) as a pilot!  Not much chance, but it may come off, so I’m hoping for the best”.

There were regular letters to his family and on the 3rd July he mentions his company commander, Captain Thompson  coming back to “A” Company after some months away and having received the Military Cross.  They got on well, Captain Thompson  having known Jack from the time he joined up and was sent to Canterbury.

On the 9th July Jack replies to a letter from his parents in which they had told him not to take risks.  He says that the battalion is in quite a “cushy spot, where except at certain times one can walk about in the open without getting a bullet within miles.  Fritz, like all of us, has habits and when one knows them one can rely on them up to a point.  Even if he does take a pot, he’s not likely to hit and even if he does, it’s absolutely the only way to get back to Blighty.  If I don’t get hit I may get leave by about next April, with luck.  Besides, if one is booked to get a bullet at 7pm on the 24th July, one will get it at 7pm on the 24th July, whether looking over the top or sitting in a dugout.  So it makes no difference either way”.

On the 11th July  Jack wrote that he and many others believed that the war would last at least one more year.  He goes on to say “I was on duty yesterday in the front line and noticed an unexploded smoke bomb just a few yards over the top.  Knowing Fritz likes an afternoon nap I did the retriever stunt and went and got the bomb without a shot being fired!  On the other hand, it is really funny how much nursemaiding we get from “Olympus”.  When on duty, I carry the following free gifts from the gods:  one steel helmet, two cloth, anti-gas, one first field dressing, one shell dressing, one iodine ampoule, four remedy for gas ampoules, one pair of goggles.  That crush must be carried everywhere, by everyone, within about five miles of the firing line.”  In this same letter Jack describes his dealings with his new Webley revolver, or pistol as the army called it.  “I’ve had it a week or more now and after assiduous practice over the top, I am at last able to hit the side of a fairly large house at a distance of five paces, with luck.  The weapon is a beauty, though with an absolute hair trigger and a very easy action.  Feel quite safe now wherever I go!  Even if I couldn’t hit anybody, I could make a big row and frighten them away!”  He briefly describes a raid by a small party of the company, not involving him, and goes on to say “I was sleeping ready for my next tour of duty, but I woke shortly in a perfect nightmare of shrapnel, trench mortars, whizzbangs, rifle grenades, rifle and machine gun fire.  When the Germans in the other sapheads realised that they had lost touch with those in the saphead we attacked (and as it’s pretty difficult to keep in telegraphic touch with a place whose only living occupants don’t know your language), they concluded rightly that it was us in it, so they started to strafe us for filching it.  They strafed the front line and the support line, but their perfect hail of shells got them not one wounded Englishman!  There were two of us asleep in the same dugout at the time and we lay there and argued whether the roof WAS splinter-proof or not.  Apparently it was, ‘cos we dozed off and waking later, found ourselves whole!”

On the 26th July Jack’s Company was in Candas and waiting to move by train to Mericourt,

en route for Guillemont.  He says “You know they manage things far better in France than at home.  In Blighty you run like billy-oh for a train and probably miss it;  here you take your time, arrive late and wait for it.”

Whilst waiting Jack and another subaltern went off foraging.  They returned on an R.F.C. motor wagon laiden with biscuits, sardines, salmon and tinned cherries, much to the delight of the other officers of “A” Company.  He says “later somebody made a fire and the fever spreading, little dots of flame appeared all along the roadside, and songs, choruses, etc. rose from each.  Parodies of anything, from dirges to ragtime, all harmonised as one gets them only from swaddies round the camp fire.  The glow of the fire on serious faces as a sentimental song is sung, the leaping shadows and stretching grins as a parody is made up by a soloist on the spur of the moment.  The constant, unnoticed, alternations between comedy and seriousness, leave an impression ineradicable, even by the strain of entraining in the dark.”  

On the 5th August, Jack wrote his last letter home.  The tone is no longer as lighthearted as it had been in some of the earlier letters.  In it he describes training behind the line -  "waiting for the battalion's turn to go in, get smashed about, - gaining a few more yards of ground, - and to come out for a rest - and the training - well I've been worked hard during the last two years, but never like the present.  Days are hot,- so hot that the afternoon parades are held in the evenings and so we work from 6.55 a.m. to 8 p.m., with a boiling afternoon and a short shell-torn night for rest.  Sometimes we don't get that, as the officers are doing a lot of training extra to the men's parades.

For instance, yesterday morning our sleep finished at 2.45 a.m. and we 

tramped upto the original Boche front line, which we closely studied.  We saw

 some British9.2 guns en route.  Their shell weighs 280 lbs and cost £--(here 

the censor has crossed the figure out).  We were told that one day this week 

they put 200 over from the two guns before breakfast!

And in the old-time no-man's land - ghastly sights.  Several skulls, with skin

 and hair still on them, a boot with a sock and two leg-bones in it, stray bones

 everywhere, discarded equipment, huge crump-craters and mini-craters,

 smashed-up trenches, - so that in places one could not say where the trench 

had originally run, a cross with the hurried inscription in English ‘Here lie 

three unknown Frenchmen’, all combined to hold one's interest rather than 

shock one.  All necessary shocks were supplied by the explosion of Boche 

‘blind shots’ and the firing of our own guns.

And all the afternoon, reclining in my bivouac the breeze carried to me the

 strains of music from a military band somewhere.  The latest musical comedy

 with its changes from laughter to tears, old stages of marches, the newest 

sentimental songs, - how could one remember the sights of the early morning

 while listening to the softness of ‘When you come home’.

I've not told you about my bivvy, have I?  Six stumps, two bent twigs, an 

oilsheet and some string, and I have a perfect shelter from rain, or sun!  's

 easy.  It looks like this and my bed goes so nicely under it.  (Jack’s original 

sketch of the bivouac is available) and my latest battle stick!  It looks like this. 

(Jack’s original sketch of the stick is available)                                                                                                        

Beautifully knotted and gnarled handle leather with wrist strap, and a fine 

Heaviness at the business end!  

This is the last of my paper so I'll close.  Awaiting next pad, -

Lack of time.”

Those three words were the last that Jack wrote to his parents – on the 13th August, at

seven o’clock in the morning, when his battalion was coming out of the line, he was 

shot and died later that day.

On the same day Edgar Porter was wounded – he died a week later.  

I have, from the beginning of this research, been determined to find out what happened to Jack on that last day, but I didn’t realise how difficult a task it would be.  I tried every means that I could, studying papers from various sources and talking to many people, but for two years I could find nothing, other than that he was wounded and died whilst in trenches near Guillemont.  He was buried and his body later lost. 

The war diary of the 7th Battalion KLR only recorded “In the past five days … Second Lieutenant J.H. Fearnhead wounded”.  I certainly wasn’t content with this sparse information, but I thought I would have to live with it, even though I never stopped looking for more.  I was sure that somewhere there must be a letter to Jack’s family from his commanding officer, Captain Thompson.  

When I was almost giving up hope, I decided to contact Jack’s nephew’s solicitor whose name I had learnt quite by chance, to find out whether he could give me further information.  He had just received word that the nephew’s papers were on their way back to England by ship from St. Helena where he had lived until his death.  These papers arrived in 1996 and both I and a cousin of Jack’s were asked by the solicitor to document them, with a view to their eventual dispersal.   

There, in a black strongbox was the information that I had been hoping to find, in the letter to Jack’s family from Captain Thompson.  Jack was shot in the early morning, he was “left at about 10am on the 13th August in charge of stretcherbearers of the 5th South Lancs Regt. in the front line, which at that point was only about three feet deep.  It was therefore impossible to move him till dark.  The stretcherbearers remained some time with him and then left him with some of the men holding that part of the line, arranging to return for him at night.  They came back for him that night, but he had evidently been hit in two places and when they returned he was dead.  They buried him behind the line…  I am afraid that it is not likely that the burial partly will have been able to mark the grave, but it was at a spot a bare half mile south of Guillemont.  He was I think, hit in the lung and from what I hear, was conscious for a short time, or semi-conscious, but not for some time before he died.  We had made an unsuccessful attack from that trench at dawn that day, and therefore the confusion was considerable”.

I still had questions - who had been with him as he died and where were the letters from the front that I was sure must exist?  I thought that these questions would remain unanswered, but in another quirk of fate, a parcel arrived from the solicitor in Exeter.  He had quite by chance, looked into another trunk held in storage and about to be thrown away.  Under some packing, he had found a large packet of letters and documents.  There were letters from Jack’s platoon, more from his commanding officer, Captain Thompson, and letters from the stretcher bearer who cared for Jack after he was wounded and many letters to and from Jack himself, together with his notebooks and the telegrams sent to his parents after his death.  

In a second letter written to Jack’s parents on the 30th September, 1916, Captain Thompson says “just now we are feeling acutely the loss of your son and several other good men who like him had been tried and tested…. I feel that I had a good deal to do with his soldiering life.  When he first joined the battle in 1914, he came to my company as a private and only left to take up his commission…. It was fitting and pleasant, I think to both of us, that when he rejoined out here (France) as an officer, he should come to me again….  I found him a valuable addition to the company.  He was a cool hand under fire, and not too fond of taking cover.  I had to take him to task more then once on that subject… Though he was not with me when he was hit,I am told that he did very good work with the company to which he was attached and which was in probably the hottest corner of all the companies on that occasion”.

There are now over forty letters written by Jack still in existence, together with many other items and I feel very grateful that I seem to have been given the task of making sure that these items are kept safe and cared for.  

Never satisfied, there are two final wishes that I have, the first is that someday we will find Jack’s grave, something that I will never lose hope of and I continue to explore all the avenues open to me;  the second is that his diary be found.  He wrote to tell his sister that he was keeping a diary and that one day she would be able to read it.  It was brought back from France after his death, but is now lost.  

 We know that it opened with these words -  

“At 10pm the anchors were drawn up, and steam put on, and shortly we left behind the last solid view of Southampton, a vista of trees on each flank, broken on the right by the towers and chimneys of “Osborne”, and dead astern by the chimneys and roofs and occasional masts of Southampton, all silhouetted fiercely against one of the most perfect sunsets man ever saw.  The sea astern a marvellous electric blue, no waves, a few very small wavelets not sufficient to break the blue in the smallest degree.  The sky above it an artist’s palette of colour, brilliant flaming red immediately above the horizon, shading off gently through all the colours known, and some for which we have no words, through yellows, greens, blues, to a deep unknown purple overhead.  It was truly wonderful, and the whole effect inspired one with an intense desire for something indefinite, something intangible, perhaps for further knowledge of the Creator of so wonderful a scene – of God.”

(Extract from Jack’s Diary, May 26th, 1916)

 Jack’s niece gave me a lock of his hair.  It is now one hundred and eight years old, but is as bright today as it must have been when it was taken from Jack, as a much loved two year old.  This baby grew into the young man who died with so many others on the Somme and not one of them should be forgotten.

