
A SELECTION OF TEXTS AND MEMORIES GATHERED BY MEMBERS OF 

WIMBORNE COMMUNITY THEATRE AS WE RESEARCHED LIFE IN 

WIMBORNE DURING THE GREAT WAR 

TEXTS 

TEXTS 1. 

GERTRUDE COGGIN’S AUTOGRAPH BOOK 

This autograph album (18 cm x 14 cm circa 57 pages, battered cover and threadbare, sound 

but poorly repaired (glued spine) originally belonged to Gertrude Bessie Coggin (1879 – 

1963), a music teacher who nursed patients at Beaucroft Red Cross Hospital during the First 

World War.  Entries date from April 1911 to 1941 but the vast majority (circa 60) were 

inscribed by soldiers who were patients at Beaucroft Red Cross Hospital between 1914 and 

1919.  Some of the pencilled sketches and half-dozen small snapshots are a little faded but 

the inked entries are all fine. 

Ms Coggin seems to have remained in Wimborne all her life and never married and it is 

unclear how the autograph album ended up in London (“Priest Marion Co Ltd., 3 Farringdon 

Rd., Holborn LEC1” – written in biro on page one) where it was purchased from a 

booksellers stall on Exmouth Market.  It was then bought on the internet in 2015 by a 

Wimborne resident. 

Selected Entries: 

1.  To Dear Nurse Coggin 

One of the best 

It is with great pleasure that I write these few lines, thanking you  

So much for all your kindness to me during my stay at Beaucroft Hospital. 

Beaucroft Happy Days 

Pt W J D Fletcher 

21896 14th R W F 

Nov 17 1918 

2. Pegging Away 

 

I am only a common soldier 

Not one of your gallant guards 

Fighting out here in Flanders 

Along with some of my pards 

So just listen a bit if you fancy 

While I tell you a little yarn 

As I sit in my cosy straw bivouac 

Not far from our billets a barn. 

 

We are commonly known as the tigers 

The Huns likewise know it by now 

For we handle the rifle and bayonet 

Just a swell as we handle the plough 

We are not a fancy crack regiment 

We are only a common mob 

Some people call us the swede tasters 

But I tell you we do know our job. 

 



We landed here safe in August 14 

It’s been a peg away ever since 

Though in newspapers never a mention  

It has often been a tight pinch 

We are fighting for old England’s honour 

And doing it willingly too 

So if I give the Hampshire’s praise sir 

It will only be where it’s due. 

 

You have heard of the brave London Scottish 

And the gallant charge they made 

But not of the poor old Hampshire’s 

Whose equal pluck have displayed 

There are chaps who wrote in the papers 

How their regiments have fought so well 

But what of the Hants who save the line  

For nineteen days in a Hell. 

 

Nineteen days we held the position 

Two miles of frontage all told 

But although our losses were heavy 

The Germans were fully tenfold 

Our General sent up reinforcements. 

They arrived in the bare nick of time 

For the Germans were pressing us closely 

And were nearly not quite through the line. 

 

This is only a single instance  

I ca tell you of some dozen more 

Where the tigers have proved their valour 

But perhaps you might think me a bore 

So now I have finished my grumble 

Perhaps someone will help me through 

By seeing that praise is given 

To all to whom praise is due. 

Yours sincerely 

B J Coffey 16368 

1st Hampshire Regiment 

19 March 1918 

 

3. 1/4/18 Beaucroft Hospital, Wimborne 

 

In one of Dorset’s river vales 

O’er looked by fir-clad hills, 

There stands a town, the thoughts 

Of which, a chamber of memory fills. 

On one of the hills, described above, 

A goodly mansion stands, 

Lent to the Red Cross, for the soldier 

Care, there tended by gentle hands. 

 

In one of the streets, of this same 



Town, there lives a lady fair. 

She takes a turn, at helping 

Sometimes, in this same gentle care. 

She rides a ‘horse’ (though its  

Legs are wheels) she lends it to  

A certain Blue Boy.  When he 

Has a whim, for a wider field, 

And a larger expanse of sky. 

 

For which kind deed, and the 

Former care, ‘merci’ he would say 

Ere he packs up his kit, for camp 

Or billet, and travels on his way. 

And when the accounts of ‘Inasmuch’ 

Are being reckoned up, 

I hope the name of ‘Beaucroft 

House’ will be somewhere near the top. 

241753 

Pte G Robinson 

11/8 Middlesex Regt. 

 

4. Dear Nurse Coggin 

 

I really don’t know how to thank you for your kindness to me while in Beaucroft 

Hospital.  In all my days of pain it seemed more like a day of pleasure with all the 

care and attention you gave me.  It is my duty to thank you with all my heart for your 

kindness to me which I never will forget when I got back in Bonnie Scotland.  With all 

good wishes from a True Scot  

Pt. ?? Inv ?? 

 

5. Oh nurse, oh nurse I am in pain 

Bring me some milk and rub me again. 

It gives me great ease as you know 

And tickles me with pleasure from head to toe. 

L Gubb Pte.  26.2.18 

 

6. Poem by Burns 

Auld Ayr, wham ne’er a town surpasses   
For honest men and bonnie lasses 
Oh why the deuce should I repine 
And be an ill foreboder 
I’m twenty three, I’m five feet nine 
I’ll gang and be a sodger. 
Yours sincerely 
Pte Crawford Yarfoul 44oyo 
Royal Scots 
Beaucroft 
1/3/18 

 

 

 



TEXTS 2. 

THE MINSTER’S MEMORIAL BOOK 

Details of all local Service men who died are in the Minster’s Memorial book made by Len 

Pearce – on display in the Minster. 

 

 EXAMPLE 1 

 RC Legg – Boys’ School Teacher at Wimborne Boys’ School off West Borough.  

Parents wrote a message to be placed in the Methodist Church in Wimborne: 

 

Our dear son … He was indeed a dear and loving son and brother and this world will 

never be quite the same to us again. 

 

EXAMPLE 2 

Albert Maidment, of Leigh Road, died age 21. 

 

This is a report of my Darling son that gave his life for us in the great war that began 

Aug 4 1914.  He fought the Battles of Mons, Yeapers, Somnons, Cambers.  He met 

his death at Seppy Farm.  They fought the ground over twice.  Her was out in France 

3 years 4 months. 

 

EXAMPLE 3 

Charles Coffin, a tailor, lived at 14 Chapel Lane (East Boro) died age 49.  He was in 

the Dorset Reg.  One of his sons became a postman, and was so tall he had to have 

a bicycle made for him.  Charles’ widow, was Annie, known as ‘Happy’. 

 

 

TEXTS 3. 

OFFICIAL DOCUMENTS 

1. Buckingham Palace 

I join with my grateful people in sending you this memorial of a brave life given for 

others on the Great War. 

George RJ 

 

2. He whom this scroll commemorates was numbered among those who, at the call of 

King and Country, left all that was dear to them, endured hardness, faced danger, 

and finally passed out of the sight of men by the path of duty and self-sacrifice, giving 

up their own lives that others might liver in freedom.  Let those who come after see to 

it that his name is not forgotten. 

A B William Cuff, HMS Viktor 

3. His Majesty the King having issued His Proclamation ordering and directing that the 

Royal Naval Reserve and Royal Fleet Reserve, or so many or such part as the Lords 

Commissioners of the Admiralty may direct, be called into actual service: 

YOU being one of those called into actual service are hereby required to report 

yourself to me at the General Depot R M Barracks forthwith. 

 

You are to present yourself in proper uniform and bring your parchment certificate 

and certificate of identity with you. 

 

Failure to report yourself without delay will render you liable to arrest as a deserter. 

 

Note: 



Reasonable expenses incurred in travelling will be allowed.   

If you require a railway ticket to enable you to join, one can be obtained at the 

nearest Railway Station by producing your identity certificate when the warrant at the 

foot of the form will be detached by the booking Clerk. 

BY ORDER 

 

4. Dear Madam 

I am directed to transmit to you the accompanying British War and Victory Medals 

which would have been conferred upon No 4286, Sub Conductor W H Cutler, RAOC 

Had he lived in memory of his services with the British Forces during the Great War. 

In forwarding the decoration I am commended by the King to assure you of His 

Majesty’s high appreciation of the services rendered. 

I am to request that you will be so good as to acknowledge the receipt of the 

Decoration on the attached form. 

I am, Your Obedient Servant J M ?? Colonel 

 

 

 

 

TEXTS 4. 

REV. JASON M J FLETCHER 

Vicar at Wimborne Minster throughout the war. 

Wrote monthly in Wimborne Minster Parish Magazine, listing names of Wimborne residents 

on active service.  Articles reflect the need to ‘put trust in God’ and ‘give thanks to spirit of 

patriotism’ and ‘battle against sin’, etc. 

 

September 1914 

“Last month we were in a state of uncertainty; since then we have entered upon a 

war, in which the combatants are numbered in their millions … From many of our 

homes the husbands, the sons, the brothers, the fathers have gone forth at the call of 

duty.  The feeling throughout the length and breadth of the land is a universal one; -  

that we are taking part in the strife with clean hands.  Our rules have done all that 

could be done for the promotion of peace, so that we can put our trust in god and go 

forward with calm confidence in him.  We cannot speak lightly of war.  We know only 

too well the sorrow, the suffering and the loss which it entails.  But we can be thankful 

for the spirit of patriotism which has been aroused.  It will help us have a truer 

understanding of the purpose of life, and to see more clearly than ever how 

discreditable and how wrong a life of mere pleasure and ease and idleness is … 

 

Above all, as each one of us endeavour to let this time of anxiety be a time of spiritual 

help to ourselves, as we strive more earnestly in the power of God in our lifelong 

battle against sin, the world and the devil; and as, in the midst of our anxieties, we 

look beyond the earth-born clouds to Him Who is our sun and our shield, we shall be 

more earnest in our prayers.” 

 

Believe me to be 

Your sincere Friend and Vicar 

Jas M J Fletcher 

 

March 1915 

“As I write, the soldiers are still with us in Wimborne … Their presence amongst us 

ought to be a continual reminder to us of the life-long warfare which the soldier of 



Jesus Christ has to wage against sin, the world and the devil; and the training of 

men, which we see daily on the Recreation Ground at Badbury, or elsewhere, ought 

to teach us about the need of taking trouble, and of real earnestness in the spiritual 

life; that religion is not a mere haphazard thing but that it is a stern reality.  Many of 

the men have given up a good deal.  They have given up homelife, and home 

comforts, and a larger time of training.  They were well aware of the difficulties of the 

campaign.  They knew all this.  And yet, at the call of duty, they have voluntarily 

come forward, and have offered themselves in the service of their King and of their 

Country.  Does this not teach us about the offering of ourselves, our souls and bodies 

to God, and that we should dedicate our whole lives to the service of the Kings of 

Kings?”   

 

 

TEXTS 5. 

THE ROYAL NAVY CORDITE FACTORY, HOLTON HEATH   

RNCF was set up at Holton Heath, Dorset in World War I to manufacture Cordite of the 

Royal Navy. 

 

A site was needed because Winston Churchill (the First Lord of the Admiralty) insisted that 

the Royal Navy had their own independent supply of Cordite.  The Army was to be supplied 

with Cordite from the HM Factory at Gretna, Scotland, another remote location.  Holton 

Heath was chosen in 1914 because of its remote location, away from centres of population, 

and its good transportation links, on a backwater of Poole Harbour, adjacent to the London 

and South Western Railway and the A351 road (Great Britain A351) Wareham, Dorset to 

Poole road. 

 

During construction and during World War I, it was guarded by a detachment of armed 

Metropolitan Police Service/Metropolitan Police. 

 

 

TEXTS 6. 

FROM THE WRITER REBECCA WEST’S EVOCATIVE LONGER ARTICLE ABOUT 

VISITING A CORDITE FACTORY (THOUGH NOT IN DORSET) 

 

 “When one is made to put on rubber over-shoes before entering a hut it might be the 

precaution of a pernickety housewife concerned about her floors, although actually it 

is to prevent the grit on ones outdoor shoes igniting a stray scrap of cordite and 

sending oneself and the hut up to the skies in a column of flame.  And there is 

something distinctly domestic in the character of almost every process.  The girls who 

stand round the great drums in the hut with walls and floor awash look like millers in 

their caps and dresses of white waterproof, and the bags containing a white 

substance that lie in the dry ante-room might be sacks of flour.  But, in fact, they are 

filling the drum with gun-cotton to be dried by hot air.  And in the next hut, where girls 

stand round great vats in which steel hands mix the gun-cotton with mineral jelly, 

might be part of a steam-bakery.  The brown cordite paste itself looks as if it might 

turn into very pleasant honey-cakes; an inviting appearance that has brought gastritis 

to more than one unwise worker .. 

 

 This, in all the world, must be the place where war and grace are closest linked.  

Without, a strip of garden runs behind the huts, gay with shrubs and formal with a 

sundial.  Within there is a group of girls that composes into so beautiful a picture that 



one remembers that the most glorious painting in the world, Velasquez’s The 

weavers, shows women working just like this.” 

 

 

 

 

TEXTS 7. 

RELATING TO OLD ROAD:  various texts including: 

 

1. “There are few districts in the kingdom which have supplied so large a number of 

volunteers as the Old Road, in Wimborne, has done; and Sergeant Rossiter is the 

seventh inhabitant, from a road which contains only 24 cottages, who has given 

his life for his King and country.”  

 Rev Fletcher, in Wimborne Minster Parish Magazine, Sep 17   

 

2. A narrative poem entitled Patriotism in Wimborne – a true story, and written by S P 

who lived at 23 Leigh Road, Wimborne was recited by a Dorothy Cotton at St John’s 

Parish Hall during the First World War. 

 

Subsequently copies of the poem, which were priced at one penny, were given to St 

John’s Nursing Fund. 

The poem, which is in the archive of Wimborne’s Priest’s House Museum, tells the 

story of the Loader family. 

 

The 1891 census listed Edmund Loader, a general labourer (who was then 34) and 

his wife Annie (29) living in Old Road, with their sons Edmund (8), Frederick (7), 

Charles (5). William (4), Walter (3), Bertram (9 months).  However, in 1901, Harold 

(8), Owen (7), Anne (4) and Herbert (1) had been added to the brood. 

 

The poem reads: 

Patriotism at Wimborne – A True Story 

Now I’ll tell you a story, nothing new, did you say?  

Of course, since the war, you get stories galore,  

But I’ll vouch for the truth of this one, it’s no bore.  

Here, in Wimborne, a lot of our boys have gone out – 

 Out in France with the allies, the Germans to rout.  

And we take off our hats when a soldier we meet,  

Whether out in the fields, sir, or down in the street –  

Yes, we’ve just got to value the khaki-clad boy,  

But I fear ‘fore the war, sir, we thought him a toy.  

Now they’re fighting and bleeding old England to save,  

Their lives they laid down for you and for me,  

Because they loved England, the land of the Free;  

And drank to the day – with their evil mind glee.  

But the story I’d tell comes from the road named Old,  

Just listen awhile and I’ll tell you their names;  

There was Teddy, the eldest, and William as well,  

And Charlie and Bertram, two others as well,  

And the names of the two, sir, were Harold and Owen.  

The eldest one Teddy, in the navy enlisted,  

Then William on joining the army insisted,  



Then Charlie and Bertram, and Harold and Owen,  

Donned the khaki – who’ll say, sir, there any bills owing  

From a family that’s sent out six sons to the front  

To fight for old England, and help bear the brunt  

Of the struggle for right and the weak to defend?  

On the end, we are sure, for on God we depend.  

Twelve years in the navy boy Teddy put in,  

And William twelve months in the trenches has been;  

And Charlie, poor Charlie’s been down with the fever,  

And the mother is sad ‘cause the boys had to leave her –  

But Charlie recovered from fever, and then  

Went back to the trenches in winter, and when  

The frost came so keen, while he watched with the rest,  

He got frost-bitten, sent back to the base for a rest;  

Again he recovered, again he went out,  

But again the poor fellow was turned right about –  

The Germans came out with their murderous gas  

And a cloud came along the way he would pass.  

And again he was saved, on a furlough was sent,  

And he gladdened the home while on health-seeking bent;  

But again God was good, and his health was restored,  

Again packed his kit, and way to France soared,  

Away to the trenches he once more returned,  

A thought to neglect his old pals, he’d have spurned,  

But this time poor Charlie was food for the sniper,  

They thought he’d have gone to the grave with the piper –  

A cruel German bullet went right through his chest  

As one morn his vocation he followed with zest.  

Now this family is well known to lots in the town,  

And surely such service will give them renown,  

A level half-dozen they’ve sent for the King,  

And surely their praises we ought to often sing,  

And when all the laddies in khaki come home  

To the cliffs where we oft see the waters in foam,  

Now just don’t forget ‘twas for you they went out  

To try the mad Kaiser’s great army to rout; 

 And a last word I’ll give you before I sit down,  

Don’t always look sad – don’t sit with a frown,  

But pray to the Father our laddies so brave;  

And if you can’t fight – just get down on your knees  

And petition the Father, faithful prayer will Him please. 

 

3. OTHER OLD ROADERS IN WAR 

Fred Hartnell, killed in 1917, leaving parents and wife Emily, married 4 months. 

Barrows, Harveys, Gollops, Rossiters and Loaders. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



FAMILY STORIES FROM LOCAL PEOPLE  

Notes taken from interviews with members of Wimborne Community Theatre at the Priest’s 

House Museum Gathering Days 

 

EMILY CUFF FROM WIMBORNE – account from Celia Harwood, granddaughter 

• Worked in Cordite factory at Holton Heath (commuting by train from Wimborne).  

Born in Station Road.  Her Dad was the station master. 

• Had been in service since quite young. 

• Married “Ted” Edward William Cuff (born Studland). 

• Had 2 children, girl died 6 months, son Sidney survived – his daughter (Celia 

Harwood) brought us records. 

• Ted killed in navy bombardment. 

• Emily died in Street’s Meadow aged 100. 

• Ted’s nephew was Sir Alec Guinness, born out of wedlock.  Regular visitor to 

Wimborne! 

• (**cf Eric Oxford’s mum, who also worked in Cordite factory.)  

 

FRED OXFORD - account from his grandson passed on by his father Eric Oxford 

(about whom he wasn’t keen to talk at first) 

• Met his wife on Wimborne Station – she was commuting by train to Holton Heath 

Cordite Factory. 

• Had been a hairdresser in Wimborne – at current location. 

• Joined Oxford and Berks Light Infantry. 

• “Naughty boy” – done for being drunk and disorderly on duty and failing to report 

according to his son Eric. 

• Survived the war. 

• Returned to barbering after war, but eventually became a jeweller. 

• Another uncle of Eric’s committed suicide after the war, because of a bad wound 

sustained – apparently this was quite common. 

 

BERT HOWARD 

• Celebrated his 100th birthday in 1998 (died a year or so later). 

• Was a runner at the Battle of the Somme, carrying messages to and from the front 

line to the generals behind the lines. 

• He was reluctant to talk about his experiences and was still traumatised by them. 

• He believed he owed his life to having been a very fast sprinter – used to regularly 

win races after the war. 

• The runners ran in pairs a few yards apart – it was a very dangerous job and he saw 

several comrades blown up by a shell landing nearby. 

• “I seem to remember he was the only survivor of several brothers.” 

 

 

****************************************************************************************** 


