
MY ANCESTOR, 
THEIR STORY

Members of the University of 
Southampton share items from their 
family archives, providing a range of 
stories from the First World War 



John Irving: grandfather 
of Christine Gillett

I didn’t know my grandfather. Family stories paint a complex 
character: hero of the First World War, aloof and strict 
father, fiercely patriotic Scot, a man with hidden pasts.

John Irving was born near Hawick in 1894. He joined the 
regular army in 1914 and was assigned to the Black Watch 
regiment. John served on the Western Front and was 
wounded three times.

From 1919 to 1921, John was assigned for duty at 
Allahabad in northern India. Here he had time to complete 
school certificates and win putting the shot competitions. 
John’s character reference was: exemplary, sober, reliable 
and intelligent. 

On leaving the army, John joined the Perthshire police. He 
also met an Irish lady called Cathleen. They emigrated to 
Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada, in 1927 where John again 
joined the police, serving as clerk in charge of the station. It 
was here he met my grandmother, Vera Irene Hawkins, and 
in a single day in 1933, resigned from his job, married my 
grandmother and left for Southampton, England.

John and Vera had three sons: John, Peter and David. 
During this time, John worked as a master-at-arms aboard 
ships such as the Queen Mary and Aquitania. He spent a 
considerable time in Australia during the Second World War.

Although John always made an effort to visit his Scottish 
family, sadly the relationship with his English one was not 
happy. He died in 1964.

Harry Baker: “adoptive” 
great uncle of Carol 
Louise Finch

I have known these postcards as long as I can 
remember. They were kept in an old decorative 
red shoe box together with the white silk 
stockings and the wedding veil my Nanny got 
married in. Even as a young child I thought it was 
amazing that these beautiful, delicate cards came 
from the horrors of war and the trenches.

Nanny was my maternal grandmother, born in 
1902 and the youngest child of 4 boys and 2 girls. 
Her name was Ethel May Spicer and she married 
Robert Clifford Jones. My mother Eileen May was 
their only child and researched our family history, 
long before the internet. This exhibition has 
prompted me to research a little more online and I 
now want to do more. 

Most of these cards are to Nanny from Harry, 
sometimes signed as brother. Harry was not her 
brother but she did live with the Baker family, we 
think from 1906. We know that Nanny’s mother 
was admitted to Powicke Asylum as a “lunatic” 
at about the same time. It is passed down that 
this was because of “milk fever”. Then Nanny’s 
father died in 1908 so it is likely this is when she 
went to live with the Bakers. We don’t know why 
the Bakers took in Nanny, perhaps they were 
family friends, and perhaps it was a business 
arrangement? The 1911 Census lists Nanny as 
a Boarder, Sister Eva went to a maternal Auntie 
and Charles, the youngest boy, went to paternal 
grandfather. We assume the rest of the boys 
fended for themselves as the next youngest would 
then have been about 15 and the eldest 20.

Harry Baker was born in 1889 and he joined the 
Worcester Regiment in 1914 and he survived the 
War, married and lived until he was 64. His war 
service records are part of the archive destroyed 
during bombing in WW2 in 1940.

Starting with the eldest brother Raymond, born in 
1889, we can find him only in 1901 Census but no 
service records, so if he was alive during WW1 we 
believe he didn’t serve. 

Next was Albert, born 1891, who also joined the 
Worcester Regiment in 1914 and was honourably 
discharged in 1916, presumably injured. He then 
joined a Dominican Order in 1916 as a Lay Brother.

Then came Henry, born 1893, who joined the 
Worcester Regiment in 1914 and was discharged 
after the war in 1919 as a Sergeant. He married, 
had children. In 1922 he joined the RAF for 12 
years.

Lastly, Charles, born 1987, joined up in 1914 
and served in the Labour Corps, 927th Area 
Employment Company until 1919. 

Miraculously it seems all 5 boys survived the war.
    

Reminiscences by Christine Gillett Reminiscences by Carol Louise Finch



James McKeown: 
grandfather of 
Alice McKee
He died before I was born, so I had never “clapped eyes” on 
him - yet I instantly knew him. 

I was gob smacked and tearful at finding the Heroes All 1926 
YouTube movie. Like a message in a bottle it had travelled 
through time, tide and the technological ‘cyber sea’ from 
silent movie to internet. 

The merchant seamen look totally delighted after being 
rescued from their horrendous ordeal on the sinking S.S. 
Antinoe in the North Atlantic, 28 January 1926. Thanks to 
Captain Fried and his crew on the S.S. President Roosevelt 
my grandfather, James McKeown, lived 22 more years, 
serving as a merchant seaman in both WW1 and WW2, 
including serving in the Arctic convoy. 

Born to a single mother in a Victorian workhouse, James 
McKeown, or “Jemmy” was jokingly nicknamed “Shipwreck” 
by his friends. Surviving numerous naval accidents including 
falls, broken legs, a head injury which caused some brain 
damage, and plural shipwrecks he became known locally 
in “The Newry Reporter”. Described as amiable, shy and 
“dapper”, he loved smart outfits. He mysteriously acquired 
the suit and trilby he is wearing in the 1926 movie after the 
rescue (probably gifted by the Americans). James McKeown 
was a true gentleman and a hero in every way.

His final shipwreck was The Teasel, 6 January 1948. He 
tragically died on a life raft (of hypothermia) aged 50, 
leaving a heartbroken, impoverished widow, 8 children, (4 
still at school), the youngest child was just 7 years. The eldest 
boy, my father, also served as a merchant seaman in WW2 
and the Arctic convoy. 

Reminiscences by Alice McKee

“He died before I was 

born, so I had never 

‘clapped eyes’ on him”

Reverend “Colonel” 
Edward Dowling: 
great uncle of 
Professor Sarah 
Pearce
Reverend “Colonel” Edward Dowling (1886-1960), who 
was always known as Ned, was born in Slieverue, County 
Kilkenny, the son of schoolteachers. He was ordained 
into the Catholic priesthood in 1908 and, following 
missionary work in the north of England, returned to 
Ireland to take up a teaching post at St Kieran’s College, 
Kilkenny, in 1911. He volunteered as a military chaplain 
with the British army in 1914, a post that he retained 
until 1920, and served with the Second Battalion, Royal 
Dublin Fusiliers. He was stationed near the Belgian 
village Ploegsteert – south of Ypres, on the French 
border – to which he referred, as did the British army 
generally, as “Plug Street”.

Ivan Joel Bailey: 
grandfather of Mrs Jane 
Kitcher (née Bailey)

Ivan Joel Bailey was my paternal grandfather. Ivan 
had one child, my father George, and George had 
three children, my sister Patricia, my brother Michael 
and myself, Jane. My brother has researched my 
grandfather’s war records. We knew he had been 
mentioned in dispatches in the First World War but 
unfortunately we have never had his medal. Our 
father and mother both served in the Second World 
War and our paternal grandfather was a career 
soldier, a quartermaster I believe, and so my mother 
and her siblings lived in many different places 
including Jamaica where one of our aunts was born. 

I remember my grandfather as a slim built, almost 
frail man. I believe he had worked as a gardener 
in Paulton’s when it was a residence and I know he 
loved his garden. I find it incredible that he survived 
being wounded multiple times in battles that may 
have taken his life – some would call it lucky.  

We seem to come from a generation whose parents 
and grandparents didn’t talk much about themselves 
or the past. It is only now as we get older we wish 
we could go back and have those conversations.    

Reminiscences by Jane Kitcher

“I find it incredible that he 

survived being wounded 

multiple times in battles 

that may have taken his life 

– some would call it lucky. ”



John Whitmore Cornwall: 
father of Professor Mark 
Cornwall

John was born in Thornbury, Gloucestershire, 
into a family of seven children. His father, Alan 
Whitmore Cornwall, was Vicar of Thornbury and 
later Archdeacon of Cheltenham. Most of the family 
spent the war on the home front on the banks of the 
river Severn, a quiet rural location where imaginative 
means of entertainment were needed.

The source on display is from the Jaberwockian 
Club Magazine, circulated privately to friends and 
family by the adolescent Cornwall children. The 
title, taken from the nonsense poem “Jaberwocky” 
by Lewis Carroll, illustrates their love of whimsical 
humour and word-play. The magazine’s first edition 
appeared in January 1916, the last at the end of the 
war. Originally the club was founded in December 
1915 as the Jaberwock Sporting and Dramatic Club, 
indicating its primary purpose. Its activity was to 
be recorded by a magazine produced four times a 
year. In fact the magazine mainly contained poems, 
stories, drawings, travel descriptions or anything 
else by inventive family members. It is remarkable as 
a hotchpotch of life on the home front where news 
of war only surfaces in passing. Only by 1917 did the 
war really infringe. John’s elder brother, Alan, was 
called up (in December he would enter Jerusalem 
with General Allenby), while his eldest sister, “Isma”, 
was summoned to London to serve as a nurse. John 
too would eventually join the army but he missed the 
Great War: instead, his “quiet service” in the Royal 
Artillery took him to Ireland and India. 
    

“ It is remarkable as a 

hotchpotch of life on the home 

front where news of war only 

surfaces in passing.”

Reminiscences by Mark Cornwall



Walter James Burgess: 
grandfather of Professor 
Ian N. Clarke 

My grandfather, Walter Burgess - nickname Bob - was born 
in 1894. He got the name Bob because “at 5”1 he was no 
taller than a shilling’s worth of pennies”. 

Bob grew up in Seacombe, Cheshire, with three brothers 
and a sister. Two of his brothers died in the First World 
War. 

When World War One was declared, Bob had just turned 
19 and was working as a butcher. Ever the patriot, four 
months later, on 3 January 1915 Bob volunteered for 
the army.  The minimum height for recruits was 5’3” but 
somehow he managed to bend the rules.

Bob was sent for basic training in Hampshire. In September 
1915, one year after the outbreak of war, he sailed 
from Southampton with 1,021 other soldiers in the 11th 
Battalion Cheshire Regiment to the Western Front. 

The 11th Battalion sustained heavy casualties particularly 
in the Battle of the Somme, and by the end of 1916 only 
10 percent of the men who had originally set sail from 
Southampton were fighting fit. Bob had seen combat at 
the Battle of the Somme, but luckily his only injury was a 
sprained his ankle. He’d survived in part due to his height, 
short men were difficult targets for snipers in the trenches. 

Bob transferred to the 6th Battalion Machine Gun Corps 
in December 1916 which had earned the nickname “the 
suicide club” for the high rate of casualties. He was 
awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal (DCM) for great 
gallantry and initiative and the Military Medal for gallantry 
and devotion to duty. He was hospitalised multiple times 
for wounds.

He was promoted to Corporal in April 1918 and Sergeant 
on 19 September 1918 in the field, the day after the action 
for which he was awarded the DCM at St. Quentin. Bob 
demobbed and returned to England in April 1919. Like the 
battlefields he fought in, he was irrevocably changed. Bob 
was gassed in the trenches and suffered from lung trouble 
for the rest of his life. 

There were mental scars too, he experienced what would 
now be diagnosed as PTSD. Bob tried to disassociate from 
his experiences in the war. He never spoke about his time 
on the front line. When my mother was a little girl he told 
her “I will never raise my hand against anyone ever again”. 

Bob became a conscientious objector. My mother 
remembers crowding round the wireless with her three 
sisters and her Dad to cheer Neville Chamberlain as he 
declared “peace in our time”. 

When the Second World War did break out he supported 
my mother to join the WAAF to fight the Nazis, but he 
became an ambulance driver, rescuing people in Liverpool 
during the Blitz.
 
I’ll never forget a story my mother once told me. Reporters 
from the Chester Chronicle came to interview Bob’s 
mother, my great grandmother, about the sacrifices her 
sons made during the war. Never afraid to speak her mind, 
she slammed the door in their face, telling them only “my 
sons did their duty”. 

Though Bob’s life was forever coloured by his experiences 
in the trenches he was a resilient and resourceful man. 
He started a paper business from scratch and married 
the sister of his best friend in the army. He raised four 
daughters and invested in their education, all had 
successful careers with one even going on to become a 
doctor.

After many years of hard work Bob’s business began to 
thrive. He was a man to help others and sent hampers of 
food and gifts to the families of friends he served with who 
were not so fortunate especially during the depression. 

He eventually retired and moved to Devon. We have happy 
memories of picnics.  On one occasion we were staying at 
Bob’s bungalow and I had contracted the mumps. 

Reminiscences by Ian N. Clarke

“the 6th Battalion Machine Gun 

Corps [...] earned the nickname 

‘the suicide club’ for the high 

rate of casualties.”

Hubert Archibald 
Prior: great uncle of 
Dr Stephen Prior

Hubert Prior was a ticket collector for Great 
Western Railway before enlisting in November 
1915. He served in the First Battalion, Middlesex 
Regiment. In no other series of battles fought 
on the Western Front were more Battalions of 
the Middlesex Regiment engaged than in the 
operations on the Somme in 1916. On 13th 
August the Battalion moved back to the line, first 
in reserve in Mametz Wood and then to the front 
line on 14th in High Wood. The Battalion moved 
back to Mametz Wood on 19th, after a terrible 
time forward. “They were subjected to enemy 
shelling, including by poisonous gas shells, which 
were of a very potent nature ... in several cases 
these shells penetrated frail shelters and ‘gassed’ 
men before they had a chance of properly 
adjusting their gas helmets.” Hubert Prior was 
one of the casualties of “LHV shells (whizz bangs) 
and shrapnel” recorded in the regimental diary 
for 22 August 1916. He was 22 years of age at 
the time of his death.

I remember during my convalescence my grandfather taking me to 
see newts in old butler’s sink down a nearby lane and explaining how 
important they were and how we should look after wildlife. 

We, my brother and sister, remember him as a warm and kind 
hearted man who loved cricket and Wolseley cars. He is smiling in 
all the photos we have of him. It was always evident to us, his young 
grandchildren hankering and badgering after stories of guns and 
glory, that he would not tell of what he did in the war.
Walter died in 1979 at the age of 85.

 “in several cases these 

shells penetrated frail 

shelters and ‘gassed’ men 

before they had a chance 

of properly adjusting their 

gas helmets.”



Alfred Goodbody: 
grandfather of Emeritus 
Professor Patrick Stevenson 

My maternal grandfather, Alfred Esdale Goodbody, was born 
in Mountmellick, Ireland, in 1891 and worked in the civil 
service until he enlisted with the Machine Gun Corps in 1915. 
After training in England, he was sent to fight in France. 
This letter describes in quite graphic detail, if remarkably 
dispassionately, the circumstances of his capture near St 
Quentin on 21 March 1918. It also paints a remarkable 
picture of his 5 months as a prisoner of war on a farm near 
Bayreuth in northern Bavaria and his journey home after the 
armistice on 11 November. He reached the family home on 
Christmas Day, as he tells us in another letter, “just as Zena 
was halfway through the carving”.

I knew very little about Grandpa Goodbody’s wartime 
experiences until after my mother’s death in 2012, when we 
discovered a large collection of his letters to his sister Ina 
written between October 1916 and January 1919. As I had 
never known him – he died when I was 2 years old – it was 
fascinating and often moving for me to hold his letters in my 
hand and imagine him scribbling them in pencil somewhere 
on the front in northern France or in captivity in Germany. 
His main pre-occupations seemed, not surprisingly, to be 
food, cigarettes and clothing. Given the many privations that 
he was subjected to, some of the most touching passages in 
his correspondence are his depictions of the kind treatment 
he received from the farmer, Georg Hümmer, and his family. 

On 1 October, for example, he says:

This warmth and affection seems to be reflected in a 
postcard from the farmer to great-aunt Ina, who evidently 
spoke German, thanking her for news of his safe arrival 
back in Ireland:

Reminiscences by Patrick Stevenson

 “.. it was fascinating 

and often moving for me 

to hold his letters in my 

hand and imagine him 

scribbling them in pencil 

somewhere on the front 

in northern France or in 

captivity in Germany.”

“My employer [an odd expression!] tells me that in 
another fortnight when we have all the potatoes 
and  mangels home I will have plenty of time to 
myself. He and I are the best of friends and he 
wouldn’t part with  me for a lot.”

For me, however, one of the most intriguing passages is in 
the same letter of 1 October, where Grandpa refers to Ina’s 
life at that time, working (we think as a governess) in The 
Hague:

And in the letter reproduced here, he reflects on the 
linguistic challenges of his situation:

This exhibition coincides with my retirement from my 
position as Professor of German at the University and I 
can’t help wondering what Grandpa would have thought of 
his grandson making a living out of what for him became a 
(temporary) necessity. His remarks certainly provide excellent 
recruitment material for our Open Days!

“I was the only one working on the farm except for 
the farmer and his wife and family of two girls and I 
couldn’t speak to anyone as I didn’t know German. 
However, I quickly picked up sufficient of the dialect 
to make myself understood and they were all very 
good to me.”

“I am glad to hear that you have some English 
friends as I fully realise what it’s like to hear nothing 
but a foreign language spoken. I possess a very fair 
German vocabulary now and have little difficulty in 
making myself understood but a grammar would 
be a godsend to me as I know absolutely nothing 
about the conjugation of verbs or declensions. I 
wonder if you could manage to get one sent to me. 
I should be eternally grateful.”

“in our family, we often talk with pleasure about 
your dear brother Alfred. Please give your brother 
very best wishes from all of us.” [my translation]

Albert, Robert and Barnes 
Bowling and their sister 
Martha: grand uncles and 
aunt of Ann Bowling

The four Bowling children travelled from London 
to Canada in 1900 by ship, sailing from Liverpool 
to Quebec City, sent by a well-meaning Evangelical 
Christian society after their family had fallen on hard 
times. The three brothers were sent to live and work 
on farms in Ontario, their sister became a domestic in a 
doctor’s family, eventually moving to Detroit with them.

Martha (aged 13), Albert (11), Robert (8) and Barnes 
(6) Bowling never lived together again, and rarely saw 
each other after being dispersed. Martha and Barnes 
never married, Robert and Albert did and Albert had 
one child, a daughter named Muriel, born in 1923 in 
Lethbridge, Alberta, who subsequently had five children 
and six grandchildren.

Albert had the most successful life of the four. Having 
done well enough in school to become a shipping 
clerk for a wholesaler in Ontario, he moved west to 
Edmonton and worked as a travelling salesman for 
a produce company, eventually settling in Coleman, 
Alberta with his wife and daughter.

The three sons served in the Canadian Army during WW 
I, Barnes and Robert seeing combat on the Western 
Front, while Albert was in a reserve regiment training 
for the spring offensive of 1919, which of course never 
occurred.

After the war all three men returned to Canada and 
lived out their lives in their new country, their London 
childhood’s distant memories. Albert died in 1935, 
Barnes in 1954, Robert in 1962, and Martha in 1979 at 
the age of 92.

Reminiscences by Ann Bowling and Rod Smith 
(grandson of Albert Bowling, BHC)



William James and 
Frederick Charles 
Snelgrove: great uncles 
of Sabrina Harder

William James Snelgrove (1897-
1974)  was born in Southampton, 
the first of nine children. His 
younger brother, Frederick 
Charles, was born in March 
1899. Frederick was a Private 
in the Machine Gun Corps – 
reg number 133234. He was a 
machine gunner and spent three 
month after active service as a 
gardener at the army camp. He 
was awarded the victory and 
British medal.

William Snelgrove was a Private 
in the Hampshire Regiment (reg 
number 381059), then the Duke 
of Cornwall’s Light Infantry (reg 
number 260191) and finally the 
Machine Gun Corps (reg number 
153699). He was awarded the 
Victory and British Medals. He 
spoke very occasionally about 
the horrors of Paschendale.
 
After the war, in December 
1920, Frederick left Liverpool 
and travelled to Canada by 
boat with his brother William 
to work on his Uncle’s farm. 
He hated the boat journey and 
was very sick, so when he came 
home to England for a visit, 
he decided not to go back to 
work in Canada. His brother 
William stayed and made a life in 
Wallaceburg in Ontario, Canada.
    

“He spoke very 

occasionally about 

the horrors of 

Paschendale.”

Fred and William

 “It may be that he was 

encouraged to write his 

account as a therapy during 

his convalescence.”

Frank Alexander Wills graduated from Edinburgh 
University with an MA and had been working as a 
teacher for some years in schools around the Perth 
area. During this time he married Mary Leckie, and 
their first daughter had been born in May of 1916. 
By that time he had joined the army, attending her 
baptism in Perth wearing the uniform of the 17th 
Highland Light Infantry.

Frank was sent into action for the first time in 
November 1916, but he left no record of army life, 
except his experience of travelling to the front 
line and his division’s engagement in the battle of 
the Somme. His narrative ends with him wounded 
on the battlefield and gives no information of his 
repatriation and convalescence. It may be that he 
was encouraged to write his account as a therapy 
during his convalescence.

He was given an honorable discharge from the 
HLI in 1918, and had recovered sufficiently from 
his injuries to describe his only disability as having 
“a slight limp” in an application for promotion to 
headmaster of a small village school in Lanarkshire. 
His application was successful and he became 
a much respected member of the community, 
remembered with great affection by his pupils. 
After twenty years he moved to a larger school 
nearby where he served for eight years before ill 
health, exacerbated by the effects of his wounds, 
forced him to retire. He died in 1947, aged 58. By 
then, his daughter had moved South to London, 
and his widow joined her daughter, helping with her 
young family. 

Frank’s granddaughter followed in his footsteps 
and took up primary teaching, gaining an 
external degree and PGCE from Southampton, 
via Chichester College; her husband, David Slater, 
graduated with a degree in electrical engineering 
at Southampton; he is currently researching for a 
PhD in ISVR. Their youngest son gained his politics 
degree also at Southampton.

Frank Alexander Wills

Reminiscences by the Slater Family Reminiscences by Sabrina Harder



John Houseman (1890 –1924) was my Dad’s grandfather. 
Born in Knaresborough, he lived most of his life in Harrogate. 
He joined the 1st Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment in 1914 
and was wounded in northern France in 1917 and returned 
to Britain for recovery. He married Lizzie Molloy in Harrogate 
before returning to the front line as part of the Labour Corps. 
In 1919 he received the King’s Silver Badge and honourable 
discharge, but later died of his injuries in 1924 leaving his 
wife and four daughters. Lizzie died in 1935 and the girls 
were then taken in by her employers. 

Charles Frederick Lambert (1885 – 1961) was my Mum’s 
grandfather. He worked as a commercial artist and was 
married with one daughter, my mum’s mother Betty. He sent 
back drawings of where he was stationed which survived in a 
scrapbook along with postcards of the area. These show that 
he was stationed in India, Durban and finally Mesopotamia 
where he remained in March 1919.

Both men’s stories show very different experiences of 
the First World War. My dad never knew either of his 
grandparents on his mother’s side and the photos and articles 
for the Harrogate Herald give us some idea of the effect 
the war had on him and his family. Charles Lambert’s story 
demonstrates the global nature of WW1.

John Houseman and Charles 
Frederick Lambert: great 
grandfathers of Frances Lunn

Reminiscences by Frances Lunn

Gilbert Dennis: 
great grandfather of 
Darren Windibank

Gilbert Dennis was a Private in the British Army, Hampshire 
Yeomanry (Carabiniers). Service no. 100509.  He was killed in 
action near Courcelles, France, 21 August 1918.

Charles Lambert

Cyril Leigh served in the Royal Engineers and as a 
signals operator at Suvla Beach, Gallipoli, 1915.  

In his account of his time there he noted:

Cyril Norman John Leigh: 
grandfather of Professor 
Peter Middleton

“At eleven in the 

morning every warship 

in the harbour opened 

fire with every gun they 

could bring to bear on 

the enemy.”

“Sunday the 22nd of August, was a 
memorable day. At eleven in the morning 
every warship in the harbour opened fire 
with every gun they could bring to bear 
on the enemy. All day long this terrible 
cannonade rolled on, one long incessant 
boom, boom, boom, broken into soon after 
half-past twelve by the rattle of machine-
gun and rifle fire.  

A quarter to one the first advance was 
made and until dusk our lads were striving 
their most to oust the Turk. Hill 70 was 
won and kept for a night, but lost in the 
morning. The left flank pushed forward by 
Jefferson’s post but they could not retain 
their hold.  It was at this time that the big 
fires took place in the shrubs at the right-
hand end of the Salt Lake where so many 
wounded were burned to death…”
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