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ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT 

 

It seems that barely a family or community across the UK was 
untouched by the Great War.  Indeed there are perhaps only 52 
civil parishes in England and Wales that contain ‘thankful 
villages’.  This term was first used by Arthur Mee in his 1930s 
guide to all the counties called ‘King’s England’ and describes 
those blessed places where all those who served returned 
home.  This fortunate handful of settlements is dwarfed by the 
16,000 or so which paid the supreme sacrifice.  Cheshire sadly 
has no such lucky places.  The nearest may be Bradbourne, 
Derbyshire, 5 miles north of Ashbourne.   Nowhere in Ireland 
and Scotland was unscathed. 
 
January 1915 could thus be deemed a ‘thankful’ month for 
Wilmslow as no deaths were reported.  A stalemate existed on 
the Western Front where soldiers continued to fortify their 
trenches.  Commander of the BEF, Sir John French says in his 
diary “weather conditions were abnormally bad – the snow, rain 
and floods precluded active operations during the first 3 weeks 
of January and longer ...”   The depleted Cheshire regiment 
was reinforced by drafts from its Territorials and 2

nd
 Battalion 

which had left Jubbulpore, India, arriving in England on 
Christmas Eve.  Landing at Le Havre on 17

th
 January they 

joined the 28
th

 Division (alongside the Northumberland 
Fusiliers, the Suffolk’s and the Welsh Regiments) between 
Bailleul and Hazebrook.  
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A routine emerged.  ‘Stand to arms’ was observed by both 
sides at dawn and dusk in case of attack.  Each man in the 
front line had to stand for up to an hour on the trench fire step, 
rifle loaded, bayonet fixed.  It became known as the ‘morning 
hate’ especially as at the same time they were often 
bombarded with shelling, machine gun outbursts and small 
arms fire by associated artillery.   
 
It was not, however, just those in uniform who were now at risk.  
Britain itself faced attack.  Despite the overwhelming presence 
of the Royal Navy and the sinking of the Cruiser Blucher at 
Dogger Bank, Warred Island battery (Barrow in Furness) was 
shelled by an enemy submarine.  On the 19

th
 we suffered our 

first air raid when 2 Zeppelins,  diverted by wind from 
Humberside, dropped bombs on Great Yarmouth, King’s Lynn 
and Sheringham, Norfolk killing 4 and injuring 16. 
 
By January the population of Handforth had more than 
doubled – there were more Germans than English.  The War 
Office had taken over the idle 1910 calico print works originally 
built for the Bradford Dyers Association on the River Dean and 
converted it into ‘a concentration prison’ for Prisoners of War.  
From November 1914 it housed civilian internees, sailors, 
soldiers from East Africa and later frontline men captured in 
Belgium and France.  It was reported on 15

th
 January that 500 

or so East Africans left Handforth for the Isle of Wight after 
struggling with the cold.  Indeed it was said one of them had to 
be treated for leprosy in Southampton.  There were nearly 
2,000 interred by early 1915 with 200 guards.  The local 
population showed great interest in the 20,000 prisoners who 
passed through from 1914 to 1919.  An American inspection of 
the 1916 revealed a well-ordered society with relatively 
contented men.   
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Many activities were undertaken – gardening, theatricals, 
instruction classes, bowling in skittle alleys and soccer.  
Escapes were rare, especially after 1916.  All in all 20 prisoners 
died during the period and they were initially buried in Wilmslow 
Cemetery.  Over the years all the bodies were exhumed; some 
were repatriated to Germany for re-burial whilst others, possibly 
a minority, were re-buried in the German Memorial Cemetery 
on Cannock Chase.  All that remains now of the ‘concentration 
prison’ is a black steel lectern to be found on the corner of 
Welland Road and Dean Row. 
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