
                              August 4th 1914

With the 100th anniversary of the First World War now upon us many might argue that the 
amount of commemorations of every kind is approaching something like overkill, (which is 
probably a tasteless comparison in the circumstances.) But there is no denying that the 
impact and ramifications of this conflict touched virtually every family in the land and three 
generations on some of us are still pondering the scars that were caused.

My own maternal grand-father, Harry Noble, was one of the victims, dying in a military 
hospital in Rouen in February 1916. He is buried in the St. Sever war cemetery on the 
outskirts of Rouen.  Harry had already served as a professional soldier before the outbreak 
of the war. In 1901 at the age of 18 he joined the Royal Horse Artillery, (almost certainly to 
escape the only alternative open to him, farm labouring.) In 1908 he left the regiment with 
the rank of Serjeant (correct spelling in the RHA). In August 1914 he was working as 
groom/coachman for the Tennant family, Lord and Lady Glenconner at Wilsford Manor,  
near Amesbury. With his young family, including my mother, he was living in a tied cottage 
on the Glenconner estate. He was, however, still classed as a reservist by the army and 
very soon after August 4th he received a telegram ordering him to report at once to the 
RHA barracks at Woolwich. In less than a fortnight he was in France taking part in the 
battle of the Marne and the fighting on the Messine Ridge. He would never return.

Of course I know my grand-father only from a few sepia photographs, but the impact of his 
death on the life of my grand-mother remains much more vivid.It was something we talked 
about a lot when I was a child. Even today, remembering some of what she told me, can 
make my blood boil. This, for example. Whilst my grand-father was serving in France, my 
grand-mother continued to live in the tied cottage. In the early months of the war the 
thinking was that it would all soon be over and normal life could then be resumed. But the 
moment he was killed my grand-mother was given a weekʼs notice to quit the tied 
cottage.It was “inconvenient” for her to stay there any longer. She had three young 
children and no money. Noblesse oblige? Forget the sentimental tosh propagated by 
Downton Abbey. The real world was different.

This callous indifference on the part of the 
English aristocracy is reflected to some 
extent in the official communications which 
my grand-mother received following my 
grand-fatherʼs death. By 1916 the scale of 
the slaughter in France was such that there 
was  probably no emotional energy left for 
any show of compassion. Or perhaps a 
bureaucratic numbness was the only way 
of coping with the endless flood of the 
dead. This is the document, for example, 
which told her where her husband was 
buried.She received a similar  scruffy piece 
of paper enclosing  £6-15s-6d, Harryʼs 
outstanding army pay up to his death.



There is, however, another document which is of greater interest and which begs a 
number of questions. This is Harryʼs death certificate, which is in fact a French death 
certificate. And as far as I have been able to discover it was the only certificate of his death 
that my grand-mother received. Was this normal practice for all of those British soldiers 
who died in France, whether in the trenches or in hospital? Or did Harry perhaps die in a 
hospital run by the French? Any information gratefully received.



There is nothing special or extraordinary about this little slice of family history. It was 
replicated tens of thousands of times across the land during the war. When the dreaded 
telegram came many a young widow suddenly found herself the only breadwinner for the 
family.  For my Gran in 1916 there were three children under eight to support, so she  got 
a job in the village tannery, -foul, stinking and dangerous work, usually done by the men 
who were now in France. At weekends and in the evenings she did domestic work for the 
village toffs, “skivying” she called it. In retrospect you could say that her whole life had 
been blighted by the war, although she herself never saw it in those terms. Even with the 
improvement in welfare payments after World War 2 her income was never more than 
about £5 a week, from which she would send me a weekly postal order for 2/6d whilst I 
was at university, “in case I wasnʼt getting enough to eat”. I loved and admired my Gran 
beyond words.

                                                   Postscript

A few months after my grand-fatherʼs death the Glenconners received their portion of 
World War 1 heartbreak. Their son and heir, the Honourable Edward Tennant, whom my 
grand-father had  probably taught to ride as a lad, was killed on the Somme in September 
1916. He was 19 years old and had joined the army straight from the VIth form at 
Winchester College. His and my grand-fatherʼs name appear together on the small war 
memorial at Wilsford. Edwardʼs at the top of course, since even in death class distinctions 
must be maintained.



In 1984 I went with my mother to visit Harryʼs 
grave in Rouen. It turned out to be a more 
emotional day than I had anticipated. I had 
regarded my mother as a rather stoical, stiff-
upper-lip, grin-and-bear-it personality. But 
kneeling before her fatherʼs grave she broke 
down and howled uncontrollably. Chastened, I 
witnessed almost seventy years of pent-up grief 
and a sense of loss unleashed. Hopefully, it 
brought the necessary catharsis.

The St. Sever War Cemetery at Rouen contains over 3000 graves, mainly of men like 
Harry who died of wounds in one of the many military hospitals in and around Rouen.


