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My mother washed clothes, she did odd 
jobs, she took any work she could to keep 
us going but it was never enough. 

“When people came to collect the rent 
we would have to pretend to be out. 

“My dad was awarded three medals 
for his service in the war but he sold them 
for drinking money.”

James recalls how his mum doted on 
him and his six sisters, but his father was 

field. And while fighting on the Western 
Front, he was captured by the Germans. 
He was held at a POW camp in Gustrow 
in North East Germany where he 
remained until the end of the war.

But while there, in a moment of anger 
he swore at a German guard, assuming 
the captor could not speak English. 

His punishment was to be locked in a 
narrow metal cage where spikes pointing 
inwards forced him to stand bolt upright 
for hours on end.

His son James, now 72, tells how on 
returning home at the end of the war, 
Clifton began to drink heavily.

“He never drank before the war, but 
after he came back it was all he did,” says 
James. “He spent all his money on drink. 

ExclusivE
by francesca cookney

Send us your war stories
Did a member of your family serve in the First World War? The Sunday Mirror 
would like to know. Do you have any memorabilia – photographs, letters, 
diaries, mementoes – that you’d like to tell us about? Do you have any 
pictures of life at the time at home or in the Services that you’d like to share?  
If so, please email features@sundaymirror.co.uk.

Dad went to war 
a happy-go-lucky
soldier boy... he 
came home a 
broken man

how one p.o.w. never recovered from his terrible ordeal
LIKE thousands of young men in 
1914, Clifton Roat couldn’t wait to 
join the army and go off to war.

For a 22-year-old farm boy from 
Norfolk, travelling to far-flung lands to 
fight The Hun was an adventure.

And to begin with, the postcards home 
spoke of nothing but excitement and high 
spirits. “Greetings from Egypt” said the 
cheerful note to his mum Lydia in January 
1916, less than six months after he was 
drafted abroad.

“I’m thinking of you as I send this card. 
Maybe ’twill bring you joy to know that 
a message of love has come from your 
handsome soldier boy.”

But the man who returned was not the 
same person his parents and fiancée 
Harriet had waved off from Norfolk.

Like hundreds of First World War 
veterans,  Clifton had seen and 
 experienced horrors beyond anything he 
or his loved ones could comprehend.

Today, 100 years later, post-traumatic 
stress disorder is a well-known 
 phenomenon. Many soldiers returning 
from Iraq and Afghanistan are offered 
therapy and counselling to help them 
come to terms with their ordeal.

But back then, returning servicemen 
were expected to simply pick up where 
they had left off. 

And that’s what Clifton and Harriet 
tried to do. Clifton returned to work on 
a Norfolk farm, and the couple eventually 
married in 1923 and went on to have 
seven children. 

But he could not shake off what he had 
been through.

DeFeaT
Having joined the 1st Essex Regiment 

44th and 56th Foot Soldiers in 1915, his 
first post was to the Balkans where they 
joined the First Battalion to fight the 
Turks at the doomed Battle of Gallipoli.

The Allied forces suffered a crippling 
defeat, and when they finally pulled out 
at the beginning of 1916, Clifton was sent 
to Egypt for two months before going on 
to the trenches in France.

The postcards he sent home from 
Egypt pretended he was suffering from 
little more than a spot of homesickness.

One sent to his dad William read: “Dear 
Father, How I should love to see you all. 
I often think of the dear old place and it’s 
there that I’d like to be. This little message 
is sent to bring my wishes most true and 
kind and the best of love to you all away 
in the home I have left behind.”

Some months after sailing from 
 Alexandria, he was in the trenches when 
an enemy shell exploded almost on top 
of him. As the dust cleared, Clifton 
 desperately searched for survivors. But 
the five men who moments before had 
been alongside him were all dead.

It was his first real taste of the true 
horror of that bloody war. And it was to 
get even worse. Shortly afterwards, he 
was shot in the stomach. 

Seriously injured, he was 
taken to a military 

hospital where he spent 
several months. But 
while they nursed him 
back to physical 
health ,  he never 

 recovered mentally. 
Even so, not long after-

wards he was 
thought 

to be fit 
enough 
t o  g o 

back out 
into the 

Memento: 
James with 
his dad’s  
war album

captured: clifton, ringed, 
was held in a POW camp 
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SIMPLESAVERS

2.9
workershavealready
beenautomatically

enrolled

M
oney is tight and household budgets are already
stretched – so you might think you can't afford to put
anything away for your financial future.

But making a few small savings now will give you
more cash in your pocket in retirement.

We’re not suggesting you give up all your treats, though. Just
cut back on the odd one or two and you will free up the money to
start saving for your older age.

Automatic enrolment, the new lawwhichwill enable all workers aged
22 and over (under state pension age) and earningmore than £9,440
to start saving for their retirement, is rolling out across the country.

As you'll see it's not as tricky or drastic as you might think to
fund saving for your future.

By simply cutting back on takeaway coffees each week you
could be on your way to a more secure retirement.

If you want to know more, take a trip to pensionsquare.co.uk
where real people living near you talk about pensions and how
automatic enrolment has put them on the road to a more
secure financial future.

SPENDING £40 A MONTH ON COFFEES
HOWMUCHWILL IT ADD UP TO?

INVESTING £80 A MONTH INTO A WORKPLACE
PENSION – WHATWILL IT BEWORTH?

i.e. you put in £40 a month, your boss puts in£30, plus£10 tax relief
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25 40 £19,200

30 35 £16,800
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AGE
NOW

NUMBER OF
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POTENTIAL PENSION
POT (based on average 2%
return in today’s money)

22 43 £65,700

25 40 £59,100

30 35 £48,900

40 25 £31,300

50 15 £16,900

£

This is just an example of how your savings could add up. No one knows how investments will
perform over the coming years – they can go down as well as up, so there is no guarantee of the
amount you will end up with in your pension fund.
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him,” he admits. “He fell clean over 
 backwards. I’m not proud of it at all but 
I was angry.”

These days James says he understands 
better what his father was dealing with, 
adding: “At times I hated him for how he 
treated my mother but now I think it 
probably had a lot to do with the war. 
They had no support afterwards.”

James says that in the 1940s and 50s, 
it was taboo to reveal your emotions.

“They never talked about the war,” he 
says. “People didn’t back then. But after 
a few drinks, my dad would start telling 
me these stories. I think maybe he wanted 
to confide in someone.”

 francesca.cookney@sundaymirror.co.uk

remote. “He wasn’t an affectionate man. 
He never sat us on his lap.”

James says he spent a lot of his life 
resenting his father because of the way 
he neglected his family. 

At the age of 16 he recalls how on 
seeing his father stumbling down the 
garden path, clearly having had too much 
to drink, his rage boiled over.

“I went outside and I just punched 

My mother washed clothes, she did odd 
jobs, she took any work she could to keep 
us going but it was never enough. 

“When people came to collect the rent 
we would have to pretend to be out. 

“My dad was awarded three medals 
for his service in the war but he sold them 
for drinking money.”

James recalls how his mum doted on 
him and his six sisters, but his father was 
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remembers Julie, now 69. “My nan 
smacked her on the wrist and told 
her never to talk about it again.

“But when we were going 
through her stuff we found the 
tube and in it was his citation from 
the army. Then we found the 
pictures of him in uniform and 
finally the handkerchief.

“It was an emotional experience 
to discover all that about him so 
long after the event.” 

Pictures from 1915 show Harry 
– known as Snowy thanks to his 
hair turning white at an early age 
– surrounded by fellow soldiers of 
the 1st Cambridgeshire Regiment.

He survived the war and the 
bloody Battle of the Somme 
unscathed, and returned home to 
become a cabinet maker.

He married Margaret in 1919 
and in 1923 their only child, 
Barbara, was born. Snowy died in 
1973 at the age of 77 without ever 
revealing he was a war hero.

was the finest sight of my life. We 
had some sport and got mixed up 
with the Indian soldiers. I did not 
think such sights were to be seen.”

But a week later he saw some 
“very hot fighting” after arriving in 
the port of Mudros on the Greek 
island of Lemnos.

“It was a little hell on earth but 
we did great,” he wrote. “The firing 
was very slow Wednesday and 
then for the rest of the week until 
Sunday it started hot again and we 
had two days battle.”

Around the beginning of 
September he wrote: “The fighting 
was very quiet all week. We went 
back to the base on Aug 28th for a 
rest but we had a good shower of 
shrapnel over us.”

These were his last recorded 
words. Less than a week later he 
was killed. Idris treasured the 
crumpled diary for the next 80 
years until he died at 93 in 1997.

Silk hankie clue 
to heroic Harry

LIFE in the trenches was tough, 
but machine gunner Harry Foulger 
still found time to send romantic 
tokens home to his sweetheart.

Margaret – the woman for 
whom he picked out a white silk 
handkerchief – was later to become 
his wife of 50 years.

Harry joined the army in 1913 
and fought all over France. 

His granddaughter Julie, of 
Welwyn, Hertfordshire, proudly 
displays on her wall the four 
service medals he received, as  
well as a  commendation from  
King George V.

But alongside is the hankie, 
embroidered with the dates 1914-
1915 and the words, “Je tonne pour 
le droit” (I’m gunning for justice).

It wasn’t until Margaret died in 
1992, aged 94, that the family had 
any idea Harry had fought for his 
country. “Once, as a young child, 
my mother remembered finding a 
cardboard tube in a cupboard,” 

Touching: 
Harry and 
his token 
of love

Treasured lines 
of big bro Albert
WHEN Idris Bethell met the 
 telegram boy on his way to school 
one morning in 1915 he knew bad 
news was being delivered.

His rugby-playing big brother 
Albert, 27, was off fighting in the 
Dardanelles campaign having been 
called up a year earlier.

A telegram could only mean the 
worst, and Idris, 11, raced back 
home to be with his mother when 
she received the devastating news 
of Albert’s death.

His son Ray says Idris never forgot 
that day. Ray said: “He  absolutely 
hero-worshipped his brother. It was 
a terrible blow for him.”

Albert was one of three Bethell 
boys to be called up in the First 
World War. His younger brothers 
Bill and Alan also fought with the 
Welsh Regiment but survived. 

Among Albert’s belongings 
returned to the family in Miskin, 
South Wales was a diary written 
during his year of fighting.

In May 1915, he recalls his last 
day out with wife, Dorothy, shortly 
before being shipped out to Egypt. 
“The Mrs came to Bedford and we 
had a fine time together, went on 
the river very often,” he wrote.

Scrawled in pencil on lined 
paper, it includes an account of his 
arrival in Egypt, which he describes 
with enthusiasm.

“They took us for a route march 
out toward the town,” he wrote. “It 

Idolised: Albert Bethell
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