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WWI eyewitness accounts 

Dolly Shepherd was known as 
the ‘Parachute Queen’. She 
spent her summer months 
touring around the Midlands 
and London performing at 
shows and fetes giving 
daredevil displays. She made 
balloon ascents – sometimes 
perched on a trapeze hanging 
beneath the balloon– before 
leaping out and parachuting 
to the ground. As she 
remembers here, parachutes 
were new and there was little 
margin for error – indeed 
several early female para-
chutists died in accidents:

I was the most daring of 
the family, you see. As a 

child I saw a balloon once up in 
the air and I thought: ‘I shall do 
that one day.’ As a matter of fact 
I jumped off our roof with an 
umbrella – why I didn’t break 
my neck I don’t know!  

The balloon ascent and 
parachute descent were the chief 
attractions of the day. Once I 
couldn’t get out of the station 
because there were so many 
crowds. They got the band to 
come along and play me into the 
grounds. You rise to three or four 
thousand feet at most and you 
come away otherwise it would 
get cold and you’d collapse.  
I used to like to go high because 
I had it in my head that if I had 
to be killed, I’d like to be killed 
completely: good and proper! 

If it was a clear day, the people 
used to love to see you going 
high. It gave me pleasure too. 
You exclaimed to yourself: ‘Oh, 
isn’t it lovely here. Isn’t it lovely 
and silent! Beautiful.’ 

No one knows unless they’ve 
been  – that calm sereneness. 
You just slip off the edge of the 
basket. He’d say: ‘Go,’ and away 
you go. You could kind of turn 
your hand round the ropes, 
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In prewar Britain, the regular 
army was not regarded very 
highly in polite society. Many 
new recruits had few oppor-
tunities in life, and the army 
offered a slim chance of 
bettering themselves. Many 
were entranced by the ‘old 
soldier’ tales they heard of 
India and the fabled east. The 
recruitment procedure could 
be somewhat lackadaisical, 
as William Holbrook discov-
ered when a conversation 
with a gardener inspired him 
to enlist at just 15 years old.

This gardener, he’d been 
in the army and he used 

to tell me all the tales about 
India and all these rajahs he 
made out he’d seen. I thought: 
‘This is the job for me.’ So one 
morning instead of going to work 
I went up the post office where I 
saw: ‘Recruits wanted in the 
army! 30 Southchurch Street, 
East Ham!’ I found the place and 
knocked on the door – a woman 
came to the door and she said: 
‘Yes?’ I said: ‘I want to join the 
army, please.’ She said: ‘How old 
are you?’ I said: ‘15.’ She said: 
‘You can’t join the army at 15; 
you’ve got to be 18! Come in, I’ll 
make you a cup of tea – you stop 
here till my husband comes 
home and you talk to him.’ 

About an hour later he came 
in: a smart-looking man with an 
army uniform and khaki cap. 
He looked and said: ‘What we 
got here?’ ‘He wants to join the 
army.’ ‘He can’t join the army: 
when you’re 18 I’ll put you in the 
finest regiment in the British 
Army, but not before.’ 

I suppose I looked miserable 
because he said: ‘Stand up 
against that door!’ So I stood 
against the door and it was 
marked off in inches. He said: 
‘You’re a tall boy, you know!’ 
I was about 5ft 8ins tall. He said: 
‘Can you tell a white lie? Can 
you say you’re 17?’ I said: ‘Yes.’ 
He said: ‘Right, tomorrow 
morning you come with me.’

Next morning he took me up 
to Stratford to the doctor. When 
it was my turn to go in he said: 
‘Strip!’ I took everything off – 
I’d never done it in front of 
anybody so I was a bit nervous at 
first! He said: ‘Hop on your left 
foot and right foot alternately.’ 
Well that did for me – I’d never 
heard the word alternately, 
didn’t know what it meant. So I 
started hopping. ‘The other left 
foot, you bloody fool!’ I thought: 
‘I’ve come to the right place!’ 
Never been spoken to like that 
before. Anyway, I passed.
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Dolly Shepherd’s hot-air balloon at Pickering Gala in North 
Yorkshire. In the years leading up to the First World War, her 
death-defying parachute jumps attracted huge crowds  

Peter Hart is an oral historian at the 
Imperial War Museum and the 
author of several books about the 
First World War

Like all soldiers, stretcher 
bearers such as Private William 
Collins had to learn their basic 
foot drill. This was the ability 
to move from A to B in a 
formed body. It was also the 
mechanism for inculcating the 
habits of discipline – obeying 
orders without thinking and 
building up teamwork. As 
Collins later recalled, drill was 
essential to the army: 

You used to have to ‘form 
fours’ and do formation 

drills. They used to do it to 
music: ‘At the left, on the halt, 
on the left – form platoon! / At 
the halt on the left – form 
platoon! / If the odd numbers 
don’t mark time – two paces? / 
How the hell can the rest  
form platoon?’

That was the drill sergeant’s 
injunction to us to do our 

platoon drill properly. He used 
to sing out the instruction. 

Throughout the army there 
was a great effort to encour-
age loyalty to units and the 
traditions they had estab-
lished over the years: 

Captain Lock explained 
our cap badge to us. He 

said: ‘This is your cap badge, 
there is a Latin motto at the 
bottom, In Arduis Fideli 
– faithful in difficulties – that is 
the translation from the Latin. 
That is the esprit de corps. In 
other words you were there to 
look after other people and be 
faithful to them. That used to 
drum itself into me on the 
battlefield. I used to say to myself: 
‘Boy, you have got to live up to 
your cap badge no matter how 
afraid you are’ – and it helped!

Life was hard for Jack in June 
1914. He had been working as 
a pony driver and then 
‘putter’. As he later explained, 
coal mining was a tough, dirty 
and dangerous business…

In the coal mine you had 
the coal miner – the 

‘hewer’, they called him. He 
filled the coal into an iron tub, it 
travelled along a roadway, short 
length rails, to a landing. The 
bigger lads, 16, 17, 18 up to 
20 years old were called ‘putters’ 
– they pulled with their pony the 
tub out to a landing. Then the 
younger boys, pony drivers, 
would take four full tubs of coal 
with their ponies several hundred 
yards to the endless rope-haul-
age in the big high roadways. 

The coal-tub was the size of an 
ordinary kitchen table, four 
wheels – everything iron. Your 
pony had a wooden and leather 
harness and you could attach the 
limbers of the harness to the tub. 

You got quite attached to your 
pony you know! We putters sat 
behind the pony, between the 
pony and the tub. You had to 
bend your back down so that it 
didn’t scrape the roof, because  
in the roadways in the far 
workings where the man was 
filling his coal tub there was just 
enough room for the tub to 
travel. If you didn’t keep your 
back down it scraped the roof. 
The whole time I was a putter-
lad, my spine was just a succes-
sion of scars and scabs.

William Holbrook

Hornchurch-born william Holbrook was 
21 in June 1914. He had been recruited 
underage into the Royal Fusiliers back in 
1908 and was a regular soldier 

Jack dorgan

Northumberland-born Jack Dorgan was  
20 years old in June 1914. Educated locally, 
he had worked at Ashington Colliery for the 
past seven years 

dolly Shepherd

Elizabeth ‘Dolly’ Shepherd was 27 years old  
in June 1914. She had recently retired from 
her job as a professional parachutist – a job 
that had left her with several injuries

William Collins

Bill Collins (20) was born into a working-class 
family in Croydon. He worked in a shop and 
as a gardener before joining the Royal Army 
Medical Corps as a stretcher bearer in 1913

“I had it in my head 
that If I had to be 
killed, I’d like to be 
killed completely: 
good and proper!”

“[When] I was a putter lad my spine was 
just a succession of scars and scabs”

part 1 June 1914

according to the wind, to try 
and guide the parachute 
whichever way you wanted to 
go. You could control it to a 
certain extent but you couldn’t 
come down on a certain spot. 
You had to go where the wind 
took you. I’ve been on top of a 
chimney on top of a house, over 
trees, nearly on an express train. 
That driver, he had some 
forethought: he blew the steam 
and just blew me off into the 
canal at Grantham. 

There was usually a band-
stand and I had to stand on the 
bandstand for everyone to see 
that I was back safe and sound.  
I was young you see and I never 
worried over anything. People  
always asked: ‘Supposing it 
didn’t open?’ You just took your 
life in your hands every time. 

The only time I was really 
frightened was when I fell on a 
housetop and fell six feet down 
from the chimney pot to the 
guttering – I was scared stiff!  

Next Issue: “Oh, we shall capture your country! You will all be Germans” 
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