
The Hull Pals 

WW1 in the East Yorkshire Regiment 

ENLISTING 

Summer 1914 – there was a strong peace party in England. 

Hull Daily Mail carried large recruiting adverts for the army: 

Your King and Country need you.  Will you answer your country’s call?  Each day is fraught 

with the gravest possibilities and at this very moment the Empire is on the brink of the 

greatest war in the history of the world. 

Men joined up from all walks of life.  No man was refused if he was physically fit and 

between the ages of 19-30.  He would be released the minute war ended. 

Hull Daily Mail letter from Mr Henderson, Hull: 

Now, now, now is the time.  To arms, to arms, or it will be forever too late.  Your King and 

Country wants you.  Your fathers and mothers want you. 

Hull Daily Mail poem from Mrs Hill, Hessle: 

Up, up you men, single men of Hull,  
Hark to your country’s call, 
Your country has urgent need of you,  
Immediate need for all. 
 
Give ready service and volunteer. 
We’ll send you off with ringing cheer. 
Better a hero in a battlefield dead, 
Than a smug live coward safe in bed. 

 

Many joined on a wave of enthusiasm, some for a change and adventure, others because 

their mates had enlisted.  Many joined for patriotic reasons.  Men enlisted as an escape 

from poverty, or a boring job; attitudes at every level of Edwardian society were formed by 

the codes of self-sacrifice, discipline and duty.  To join up was looked upon as being the 

noble thing to do for one’s country. 

Ernest Land who worked on the land with horses at Low Farm, Welton started work at 4am 

to begin a day of hard labour, finishing late with no thought of extra pay.   He watched a 

train-full of soldiers go by and said: 

“It looks like a good job, does that.  I’m having a go.  I wanted to go to be a soldier for my 

country, do you see.” 

All the main political parties and church organisations threw their weight behind the 

recruiting drive.  Many lied about their age: birth certificates were not asked for.  Many 

lived in the same street or terrace.  Each street in Hull had its own roll of honour to 

commemorate the young men who answered the call and never returned.  They still exist in 

Newland Avenue, Dansom Lane, Sharp Street, Marfleet Avenue and Eton Street. 



GOING TO WAR 

When they went to war, the young men from Hull had yet to take a life, and some put off 

the moment until they were left with no choice but to kill another human being.  Men 

would kill without emotion when revenge was the motive, when they had lost some friends.  

When a man killed in anger, as an act of revenge, or simply because it was his duty, many of 

them carried a great guilt after the war.  Some found killing Germans a most disturbing 

experience and never fully came to terms with the act of taking a life. 

Some were captured and became prisoners of war, but they had done their duty and stuck 

to their post until forced out by the enemy.  Even when it was clear that all was lost, the Pals 

tried to find their way back to their friends until no hope of escape was left.  Some soldiers 

kept diaries that showed no sign of bitterness or disillusion and carried on to the last.  There 

was mutual loyalty and good-nature between the Pals; they were unselfishly courageous in 

battle, often risking their lives for pals, and at times giving their lives for each other.  They 

only had each other to rely on.  Not once did they revolt against orders. 

Sometimes the enemy soldiers were admired for their occasional acts of kindness.  In one 

incident on the Somme in 1916, a wounded man was lying in No Man’s Land in great pain 

and, despite orders to the contrary, three of his mates set out to fetch him.  No shots were 

fired as he was brought in and once he was in the safety of the trenches, it was discovered 

that his wounds had been dressed by the German troops.  When asked about how he felt 

about German troops, Private Albert Barker said, 

“I didn’t hate them, they were the same as us, we all did our duty.” 

Men would seek a way out of the trenches, but few would risk losing face in the eyes of 

their comrades.  It was bad form to let other men down.  The longing to see friends and 

home was overpowering and men would carry with them photos of loved ones and their 

letters and keepsakes.  Parcels from home were looked forward to with eagerness, and 

contact with the old life could lift a soldier’s spirits in the darkest hours.  Those that could no 

longer stand being in the trenches and ran away, risked a death of shame at the hands of 

their own pals in a firing squad, even if they were mentally sick.  The truth of what really 

happened to men convicted of desertion and cowardice didn’t come out for 70 years after 

the war, as families were told that the men had been killed in action.  Those chosen to be in 

the firing squad had no option, and some talked of praying the Lord’s Prayer together for 

forgiveness.  All soldiers knew of this dark side of army life, though few would discuss it.  

They viewed it with disgust and sadness, and soldiers who took part in the firing squad felt 

shame when remembering, though none of them ever refused an order and all carried out 

their duty to ‘King and Country’.  

The only honourable way out of the war was for a soldier to get a wound that was not too 

serious, but bad enough to be sent home for a time or even for good.  We hear about one 

man who broke his collar bone in a football match: 

“He got no sympathy, he was just told he was a lucky devil.” 

 



AFTERWARDS 

Hull Daily Mail letter from Sgt Kay: 

I should like to thank Sgt Major McNally of 1st/4th East Yorkshires for his great kindness and 

assistance to sick and wounded prisoners of war… at great risk to his own health.  He shared 

his rations with them. 

The Lord Mayor of Hull welcomed the soldiers home: 

We welcome you home to your wives and families and your friends.  Our deliverance is due 

to you, for your heroic conduct amidst great danger.  You have offered to lay down your lives 

for our Country’s service and the sacrifices made are held in honour.  We regret there are 

many who will not return and our sympathies go to those who have to mourn their loss. 

The Hull Pals were ordinary people caught up in momentous events.  The men had faith in 

each other and in the officers that led them and this combined with a belief that victory 

would come eventually, bound them together into a tight-knit fighting force, even though 

their numbers were depleted by the end of 1917.  They had a bond that was due to their 

powerful sense of local identity, which sprang from the way they were raised.  They had a 

sympathy and awareness that was of great value when the Hull Pals faced danger together: 

These men were volunteers, not conscripts or national service men and as such they fought 

as a family unit from the beginning and not as a mere collection of men. I wonder if the 

nation is worthy of them and their sacrifice? 

 

 

HULL PALS – VICTORIA CROSSES FOR VALOUR 

 

 2nd Lieutenant John Harrison – 3 May 1917 

For most conspicuous bravery and self-sacrifice in an attack. 

In darkness and thick smoke from the enemy, 2nd Lieut. Harrison led his company against 

heavy rifle and machine-gun fire through No Man’s Land, but was pushed back.  He 

regrouped his men and again attacked in darkness under terrific fire, but with no success.  

Then, turning round, this gallant officer single-handedly made a dash at a machine gun, 

hoping to knock out the gun and save the lives of many of his company.  His self-sacrifice 

and absolute disregard of danger was an inspiring example to us all.  He is reported missing, 

believed killed. 

 

 

 



 Private John Cunningham – 13 November 1917, France  

For most conspicuous bravery during operations. 

When all his pals had been killed, Private Cunningham carried on gallantly collecting all the 

bombs from the casualties and cleared the trench.  His conduct throughout the day was 

magnificent. 

 


