
Those who 
lived to tell  
the tale
Into my heart an air that kills,

From yon far country blows:

What are those blue remembered hills,

What spires what farms are those?

I see it shining plain,

The happy highways,

Where I went, 

and cannot come again.

A. E. Housman

One hundred years ago, South Gloucestershire was 

a rural backwater of beautiful rolling countryside, market 

towns and villages, with some small scale industry in 

the south. 

The First World War changed South Gloucestershire 

and our society. By looking into the well documented 

lives of the few, we can gain an insight into the many. 

The school master and the shopkeepers, valiantly did 

their bit for the war effort at home. One girl went to 

great lengths to bring back her injured man. Another girl 

found love that took her to the other side of the world. 

Some people suffered huge loss but went on to realise 

their dreams. After the war, many took advantage of 

opportunities that were available because of their war 

time experiences. 

Everyone had ghosts to live with. Some were so 

damaged they were unable to live a normal life again. 

But life does go on. These stories represent the local 

people who lived to tell the tale. They are the survivors.
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Rural South Gloucestershire
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Other lives
One here will constant be,

Come wind come weather.

John Bunyan

May Huggins fell in love with an American 

serviceman Ned Steel, stationed in Yate in 

1915. They exchanged post cards when 

he was posted to France. At the end of the 

war, May's aging parents refused consent 

for May to marry Ned and go to America. 

Ned continued to send her postcards right 

up until he died in 1952 though he married 

another. Dutiful May died in 1997 aged 96 

having never married.
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American Soldiers in Yate
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High Street east side

Thornbury Museum

Gunner Ernest Exell, son of grocer Thomas 

Exell enlisted in 1915. In 1916 Thomas 

applied for Ernest to be exempted from 

military service. By 1917 he was discharged 

“no longer physically fit for service”.

The 1916 Bristol Mercury report, gives us an 

idea of Ernest's state of mind. He was fined 

10s for not having lights on his cart. Thomas 

spoke, apologising for Ernest: 

“he had highly strung nerves and he had 

had work to get him to attend Court at all.”

Thomas's will in 1930 left £2000 in trust for 

Ernest who was in the Gloucester Mental 

Hospital. Ernest died there in 1958.

Postcard of Yate
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Grocer & provision merchant
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45 High Street Thornbury, home of the Exell family
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Little Sodbury 
A Thankful Village
No Foes shall stay his might, 

Though he with Giants fight: 

He will make good his right, 

To be a pilgrim. 

John Bunyan
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Have you news of my man Bill? 

Mary Leach of Winchcombe Cottage in 

Little Sodbury received a telegram. Her 

husband, Bill, a soldier, was lying in a field 

hospital in France having had five operations. 

Mistrustful of his recovery over there, Mary 

decided to ‘fetch him back’. Somehow she 

went to Calais and brought Bill home to 

Corsham Hospital. The surgeons advised 

that Bill should loose his leg but Mary and 

Bill would not hear of this. 

Remarkably Bill survived, 

his leg was always stiff.  

Bill died in 1971.  

Mary died in 1978.

Six men went to war:  
Six men came back alive.

Charles Grivell  
the youngest to go to war at 
14 years old in 1914. Son 

of a farm labourer at Ball ’s 
Cottage.

William (Bill) Leach  
went to war at 23. Married 

to Mary Ethel. Lived in 
Winchcombe Cottage. 

Ernest Warren  
went to war at 29. 

Ambulance driver for Little 
Sodbury Manor Hospital. 
Ernest lived at The Lodge 

with his wife and 2 children.

William Gowen  
went to war at 31. Railway 

labourer. Lived with his with 
a wife and young twins.

John Weare  
went to war at 31. Groom at 
The Great House. Went with 

his employer to war.

Leonard Taylor  
went to war at 38. Farmer 

and Secretary to the Beaufort 
Hunt. Lived at The Great 
House with his wife, young 

son and 5 servants.

The Great House, Little Sodbury, shows how rural 

the local landscape was one hundred years ago 
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Padded silk 

handkerchief case 

brought back from 

France by Mary 

when she went to 

fetch Bill back  

Margaret Faithfull 

of Horton 

(Granddaughter)

Discharge Certificate

Margaret Faithfull of Horton 

(Granddaughter)

Corsham Convalescence Hospital with Bill in the 

front row second one along with a stiff right leg

Margaret Faithfull of Horton (Granddaughter)

Gloucesters in camp. Bill is the first 

Soldier in the back row

Margaret Faithfull of Horton (Granddaughter)

Mary and Bill 

Leach in the 1940’s 

when living at 

Stephens Cottage 

in Horton with 

their family

Margaret Faithfull 

of Horton 

(Granddaughter)

Wedding of Mary and Bill Leach in 1915

Margaret Faithfull of Horton (Granddaughter)

A Thankful Village (also known as a Blessed Village) is a settlement in England and Wales from which all their members of the armed forces survived World War I.








