
Is Private Peaceful a reliable interpretation of World War I? 

Joining Up 

 

 

 

 

It was while I was off “skiving” in Hatherleigh market one morning that I came face to face with 

the war for the first time, a war that until now had seemed unreal and distant to all of us, a war 

only in newspapers and on posters.  I’d just sold Farmer Cox’s two old rams, and got a good 

price them too, when I heard the sound of a band coming down the High Street, drums 

pounding, bugles blaring.  Everyone in the market went running, and so did I. 

 As I came round the corner I saw them.  Behind the band there must have been a 

couple of dozen soldiers, splendid in their scarlet uniforms.  They marched past me, arms 

swinging in perfect time, buttons and boots shining, the sun glinting on their bayonets. They 

were singing along with the band: It’s a long way to Tipperary, it’s a long way to go.  And I 

remember thinking it was a good thing Big Joe wasn’t there, because he’d have been bound to 

join in with his Oranges and Lemons.  Children were stomping alongside them, some in paper 

hats, some with wooden sticks over their shoulders.  And there were women throwing 

flowers, roses mostly, that were falling at the soldier’s feet.  But one of them landed on a 

soldier’s tunic and somehow stuck there.  I saw him smile at that. 

 Like everyone else, I followed them round the town and up into the square.  The band 

played God Save the King and then, with the Union Jack fluttering behind him, the first sergeant 

major I’d ever set eyes on got up on to the steps of the cross, his voice unlike any voice I’d 

heard before: rasping, commanding. 

 “I shan’t beat about the bush, ladies and gentlemen,” he began.  “I shan’t tell you it’s 

all tickety-boo out there in France – there’s been too much of that nonsense already in my 

view.  I’ve been there.  I’ve seen it for myself.  So I’ll tell you straight.  It’s no picnic.  It’s 

hard slog, that’s what it is, hard slog.  Only one question to ask yourself about this war.  Who 

would you rather see marching through your streets?  Us lot or the Hun?  Make up your 

minds.  Because, mark my words, ladies and gentlemen, if we don’t stop them out in France 

the Germans will be here, right in Hatherleigh, right here on your doorstep”. 

 I could feel the silence all around. 

Today I will practise:  

• Evidence skills: Using sources to find information about the past and 
quoting from those sources 

• And deciding how reliable and useful an interpretation is 



 “They’ll come marching through here burning your houses, killing you children, and yes, 

violating your women.   They’ve beaten brave little Belgium, swallowed her up in one gulp.  

And now they’ve taken a fair slice of France too.  I’m here to tell you that unless we beat them 

at their own game, they’ll gobble us up as well.”  His eyes raked over us.  “Well? Do you 

want the Hun? Do you?” 

 “No!” came the shout, and I was shouting along with them. 

 “Shall we knock the stuffing out them then?” 

 “Yes!” we roared in unison. 

 The sergeant major nodded.  “Good.  Very good. Then we shall need you.”  He was 

pointing his stick now into the crowd, picking out the men.  “You, and you and you.”  He was 

looking straight at me now, into my eyes.  “And you too, my lad!” 

 Until that very moment it had honestly never occurred to me that what he was saying 

had anything to do with me.  I had been an onlooker.  No longer. 

 “Your king needs you.  Your country needs you.  And all the brave lads in France need 

you too.”  His face broke into a smile as he fingered his immaculate moustache.  “And 

remember one thing, lads – and I can vouch for this – all the girls love a soldier.” 

 The ladies in the crowd laughed and giggled at that.  Then the sergeant major returned 

the stick under his arm. 

 “So, who’ll be the first brave lad to come up and take the king’s shilling?” 

 No one moved.  No one spoke up.  “Who’ll lead the way?  Come along now.  Don’t 

let me down, lads.  I’m looking for boys with hearts of oak, lads who love their King and their 

country, brave boys who hate the lousy Hun.” 

 That was the moment the first one stepped forward, flourishing his hat as he pushed his 

way through the cheering crowd.  I knew him at once from school.  It was big Jimmy Parsons.  

I hadn’t seen him for a while, not since his family had moved away from the village.  He was 

even bigger than I remembered, fuller in the face and neck, and redder too.  He was showing 

off now just like he always had done in the school yard.  Egged on by the crowd, others soon 

followed. 

 Suddenly someone prodded me hard in the small of my back.  It was a toothless old 

lady pointing at me with her crooked finger.  “Go on, son”, she croaked.  “You go and fight.  

It’s every man’s duty to fight when his country calls, that’s what I say.  Go on.  Y’ain’t a 

coward, are you?” 

 Everyone seemed to be looking at me then, urging me on, their eyes accusing me as I 

hesitated.  The toothless old lady jabbed me again, and then she was pushing me forward. 



 “Y’ain’t a coward, are you?  Y’ain’t a coward?”  I didn’t run, not at first.  I sidled 

away from her slowly, and then backed out of the crowd hoping no one would notice me.  But 

she did.  “Chicken!” she screamed after me.  “Chicken!”  Then I did run.  I ran 

helter-skelter down the deserted High Street, her words still ringing in my ears. 

 As I drove the cart out of the market, I heard the band strike up again in the square, 

heard the echoing thump thump of the big bass drum calling me back to the flag.  Filled with 

shame, I kept on going.  All the way back to the farm I thought about the toothless old lady, 

about what she had said, what the sergeant major had said.  I thought about how fine and 

manly the men looked in their bright uniforms, how Molly would admire me, might even love 

me, if I joined up and came home in my scarlet uniform, how proud my Mother would be, and 

Big Joe.  By the time I was unhitching the horse back at the farm, I was quite determined that I 

would do it.  I would be a soldier.  I would go to France and, like the sergeant major said, kick 

the stuffing out of the lousy Germans.  I made up my mind I would break the news to 

everyone at supper.  I couldn’t wait to tell them, to see the look on their faces. 

 We’d barely sat down before I began.  “I was in Hatherleigh this morning,” I said.  

“Mr Cox sent me to market.” 

 “Skiving as usual,” Charlie muttered into his soup. 

 I ignored him and went on.  “The army was there, Mother.  Recruiting, they were.  

Jimmy Parsons joined up.  Lots of others too.” 

 “More fool them,” Charlie said.  “I’m not going, not ever.  I’ll shoot a rat because it 

might bite me.  I’ll shoot a rabbit because I can eat it.  Why would I ever want to shoot a 

German?  Never even met a German.” 

 Mother picked up my spoon and handed it to me.  “Eat,” she said, and she patted my 

arm.  “And don’t worry about it, Tommo, they can’t make you go.  You’re too young 

anyway.”  

 “I’m nearly sixteen,” I said. 

 “You’ve got to be seventeen,” said Charlie.  “They won’t let you join unless you are.  

They don’t want boys.” 

 So I ate my soup and said no more about it.  I was disappointed at first that I hadn’t 

had my big moment, but as I lay in bed that night I was secretly more than a little relieved that I 

wouldn’t be going off to the war, and that by the time I was seventeen it would all be over 

anyway, as like as not. 

 

 



Source B (Right) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source E (below) 

 

 

 

Source A:   

We had been brought up to believe that 
Britain was the best country in the world. We 
were taught at school that we were better 
than other people  - didn’t we always win the 
last war?  

Now we wanted to show the Germans what 
we can do. 

 

Source C: Second Lieutenant Cyril Rawlins, 

letter to mother (December, 1914) 

Now, dearest mum, keep your heart up, and 
trust in Providence: I am sure I shall come 
through all right. It is a great and glorious thing 
to be going to fight for England in her hour of 
desperate need and, remember, I am going to 
fight for you, to keep you safe. 

 

Source D:  

In September 1914, the northern Foxes 
football team of Leeds met to discuss the 
election of officers and the arranging of 
fixtures for the 1914-1915 season. One of the 
members suggested that the whole club 
should enlist, which after some discussion was 
put to the vote and passed. They joined the 
Leeds Battalion.  

 

Source F:  

I was painfully conscious of the fact that I didn’t look a day older than 
my 17 years. It would be too terrible if the War did happen and I 
couldn’t enlist…Had I known that I would be in France within twelve 
weeks, I would have been keener than ever, though perhaps slightly 
more nervous.  

 

Source G:  

I had a dead end job in a dead end town. Here was a chance to see 
the world and boys like me hadn’t the money to travel then. 

 



 

Source I  

(Right) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SOURCE H: Words of Harold Begbie’s song ‘Fall In’ 
that was written in 1914 
 

How will you fare sonny, how will you fare. 
In the far-off winter night 
When you sit by the fire in the old man’s chair 

And your neighbours talk of the fight? 
 

Will you slink away, as it were from a blow, 
Your old head shamed and bent? 

Or say, ‘I was not with the first to go, 
But I went, thank God, I went’? 

SOURCE J:   
 

Although I seldom saw a newspaper, I knew about the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand 
at Sarajevo. News placards screamed out at every street corner, and military bands blared 
out their martial music in the main streets of Croydon. This was too much for me to resist. 

Source K: George Buxton, letter to brother, January 1915 

 

There is no sin in volunteering. It's a great mistake to say Christians shouldn't carry a rifle. I 

should hate to kill anybody, but then those carrying rifles are not murderers, they equally 

are human and don't love killing others, they do it because it's their duty. Especially in this 

war, where our cause is right, we didn't make the war, the blame doesn't rest on us, 

Germany forced it and will undoubtedly be punished by God. 

Source L:  

Though 2,466,719 men joined the British army 

voluntarily between August 1914 and December 

1915, even this enormous total was insufficient 

to maintain the BEF at a strength which would 

enable it to fight a modern industrialised war. 

On 27 January 1916, the first Military Service Act 

introduced conscription for single men of 

military age, this being extended to married men 

by a second Military Service Act on 25 May 1916. 

Source M: 

Warfare seemed to offer the opportunity for 

individual action and glory. The common idea of 

war was one of movement and heroism, 

perhaps best summed up in the image of 

beautifully uniformed cavalry charging across 

open countryside, an image held by most senior 

officers as well as potential recruits. Few 

thought through the implication of modern 

technology for the reality of war. 


