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Talbot House Educational Resources 

Memorable experiences for Talbotousian Schools 

 

During the Great War, it is believed some half a million weary and tired troops found a home from home at the Every 

Man’s Club. Their testimonies can teach us a great deal about resourcefulness, moral and lifting people’s spirits in times 

of real hardship. As teachers, we hope you will join us in making sure the Tales of Talbot House, the stories of these 

remarkable Talbotousians, are passed on to the next generation.  

 

Why visit Talbot House with your school? 

➢ Visit one of the rare authentic places: Talbot House is one of the very few places that survives from 
during the Great War. It oozes authenticity and offers a unique experience. We can assist you through our 
educational resources and the Talbotousian School Brochure to make your visit an unforgettable one.   
 

➢ GCSE & Subject relevance: 
o Literature: Rev. Tubby Clayton left us countless inspiring Tales of Talbot House which can be 

used today during a visit, either through our educational resources or by booking a Tales of Talbot 
House Story Tour.  

o Medicine & Mental Health: The permanent exhibition offers a great insight into the Casualty 
Clearing Stations at Mendinghem. Our workshop on the medical evacuation & surgical treatment 
goes a step further still. But the whole ethos of Talbot House is that it was  / is a heaven on hell 
where many a man came to find a taste of normal life and the courage to go back out to the 
trenches. It played a vital role in the mental wellbeing of the soldiers.  
 

➢ End a tour on a happy note:  By visiting Talbot House as a final stop, you don't just show the students 
the other side from the trenches, but also offer them the unique experience which the men would have had. 
When you enjoy a cup of tea, sing along to the piano, relax in a comfortable chair, play a game of chess or 
have your lunch in our green garden, you forget about the war and experience as the House comes to life.  
 

➢ Become part of the family: Through the Talbotousian Schools, we offer you the chance to develop a 
unique bond with the House, its history and its values. Many schools have been visiting us for years and we 
would like to welcome them into our Talbot House family.  

 

 

In these educational resources, we have gathered some useful resources teachers can use for their visit to Talbot 

House. Besides these tools, we also would like to refer you to our story tours & workshops which can enhance your 

trip a great deal.  

Please do not hesitate to get in touch with us if you do have further questions.  

 

I. Assignments 

The following assignments can be undertaken by small groups (5 to maximum 10) students under supervision of a 

teacher. After a brief general introduction (by the teachers or through watching our introduction movie), the pupils 

can pass through and do a set number of the below tasks to get a better understanding of the meaning of Talbot 

House. 

Please make sure there is some relaxed time for piano playing, a cup of tea or a game of chess. Talbot House is best 

experienced when having fun.  
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1. A letter home 

Most soldiers and their families communicated frequently by postcards or letters. These very often were the only 

means of communication available for months on end. Talbot House had a large writing room on the first floor 

where paper & envelopes were provided for the men so to encourage them to stay in touch with home. Some of 

those letters remain in our archives today and can serve as a source of inspiration for the pupils. You can find two 

examples of possible letters which may have been written from the House.  

In this workshop, we would like to encourage creative writing. The pupils each 

write a letter to a friend or relative. Ideally you give them a message to convey. 

Examples may be that they picture themselves at the House a century ago, just 

back from the hospital or frontline, enjoying Talbot House and about to set off 

again for the front. What would they want to say in what may well be their final 

letter? Or they could talk about an incident they’ve witnessed such as the 

bombardment of a hospital, the death of a friend, etc. .  

Alternatively, they can also talk about their experiences today whilst visiting the 

frontline, the graves and the museums. Encourage them to talk about their 

emotions and what went on in their heads when seeing all of this.  

For replica vintage Talbot House writing paper & envelopes, please consult our 

reception staff. This is available for purchase at the cost of 0.5 EUR per 

student. This way, your group can send home an ‘original ww1 letter’. The 

letters can be posted from the nearby post office, located next to the coach bay, 

where stamps can be purchased as swell.  

 

 

 

 

  



3 
 

Lt. Charles Geoffrey Boothby & Edith Ainscow 

When Geoffrey Boothby was seconded to the Royal Engineers in 1915, he was twenty- one 
and Edith Ainscow was eighteen. They had spent only four days together before Geoffrey was 
sent to the Front and the subterranean struggle below the Ypres Salient, in tunnels that were 
narrow, dark, flooded, and in deadly danger from the German workings close by. During the 
next 18 months, as their letters passed to and fro, they fell in love. As Edith wrote her last 
letter, in May 1916, Geoffrey was due for leave: 'I can't really believe that you're coming yet but I hope 
and hope and hope. Do, do be careful just for one week.....'.  
Today you can find the letters in the Talbot House Exhibition. Through the House, we also 
offer a battlefield tour in the footsteps of Geoff & Edith with their letters as storyline.  

 
Although there is no evidence Geoff did visit Talbot House, we presume he did as the below letter mentions the 
Poperinge square and his closest colleague did so in winter 1916.  
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8Th S. Staffords B.E.F. 
13/10/15 

 
Edith, dear, 
What a rotter I am not to have written before! Honestly, I’ve started twice but have been interrupted, & I can never pick up the threads of 
a letter once I stop. Those cigarettes & things came most aptly, I was in the trenches & supplies had run out. It was awfully sporting of 
you to send them, I was frightfully bucked to get ‘em. Moustache, I’m sorry to say, refuses to- become even red.  
 
I’ve been leading the happy life. A few days ago I made my way to a certain town near at hand most of the houses of which are still 
standing & there I went to a Pierrot show! Amazing, isn’t it?  
It’s run by young subalterns, who do nothing else & who are admirably assisted by two petite and charming Belgian girls. What a glorious 
job! For the subs, I mean. It was a ripping show & would not disgrace anything of the kind I’ve seen in England. We had a champagne 
supper after it, about the most gorgeous thing I’ve had for what seem years. Course after course – till we thought we’d – well – bust. And 
in such topsy-turvy order, too. Thinking each course was the last we did ample justice to all. Thank God I wasn’t wearing a belt.  
 
You will be pleased to hear I’ve sent home for the scarf you knitted me last winter, & which I left behind for the summer months. 
 
I saw a Bosch plane brought down today. No half measures this time. A plane, when hit, usually glides into safety in its own territory. 
This one fell straight down fluttering & turning like a scrap of paper dropping.  
 
Leave has started! I may get it next February or possibly even before. My pater, however, has gone to Flushing in Cornwall to see whether 
he can get better there & Mother has gone  down there too, to be with him. So I expect I’ll spend the greater part of my five days there, 
though I expect I’ll have to flying trip to Brum. In fact, I must, mustn’t I? Oh! For a cushy wound & a month or two at home. My one 
other correspondent has become engaged, you’ll be relieved to hear. I still write, however, she’s such a sport. Do I see you frown? Yes, I do. 
Can’t be helped though.  
 
 Cheero, darling 
  Geoff 
 
Letter by Lieutenant C.G. Boothby to Ms. Edith Ainscow, Beechcroft, Beechlane, Birmingham.  
 

Lt. C.G. Boothby, 177th Tunnelling Company, Royal Engineers.   
21 years old, date of death: 28 April 1916 

Remembered at R.E. Grave Cemetery Railway Wood 
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Lt. Lewis James Stribling  

 

 

Lewis was about to get married. As the fighting grew more intense, he felt he had 

to write a final letter, just in case…Saying their loved ones goodbye and making 

sure their affairs were in order, meant a lot to the soldiers who’s future was very 

unsure.  

This letter was used in a remembrance programme in 2018. Listen to the music 

dedicated to Lewis here.  

 

 

 

 

 

France 
2nd October 1917 

 
My dear Mother and Father, 
When I have written this letter I shall feel happier, or at least more at ease, for I am not a bit unhappy. Before I came to France 
this time I was a bit afraid of myself, but now I have been under shell fire and know what it is like, I don’t fear at all for myself, 
but only sorry that I shall make you sorrow for me should the worst happen. I am taking this life just as if it were my normal one, 
for I know that it is nothing to do with me but with God, and since that is so I don’t bother in the least. Besides I know I shall 
meet you all again only in a different and better lie. I want you to believe that and then I know for certain you won’t be a bit 
unhappy. The only thing I regret is that I did not marry Gertie in order that she might have had some compensation in case she lost 
me. However we have decided in case I did not come back that she should use my £ 100 life insurance to adopt and bring up a little 
child. I also want her to have my books and bookcase, and all the rest of my property, the bits of furniture etc. and the money, I 
want you to have. Here is therefore no need for me to make a will. 
Well, this is all I will say, although I thin much more about you both. It is rotten to have to write this letter but I think it 
necessary, and I sincerely hope I shall have to tear it up later when this awful war is over. So Good Bye and much love from 
 
JIM 
 
Letter by Second-Lieutenant L.J Stribling to his parents. Sent by his mother Mrs A.M. Stribling, 84 Alexander 
Road, Ford, near Plymouth, Devon. to Tubby Clayton. 
 

2nd Lt. Lewis James Stribling, 329th Siege Battery, Royal Garrison Artillery 
26 years old, date of death: 13 November 1917 

Final resting place at Menin Road South Cemetery, III.M.17 
 

https://www.een.be/nooit-meer-ten-oorlog/even-ontsnappen-aan-het-front
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Frankrijk 
2 oktober 1917 

Lieve vader en moeder, 
 
Als ik deze brief geschreven heb, zal ik me gelukkiger voelen, of tenminste meer op m'n gemak, want eigenlijk ben ik helemaal niet 
ongelukkig.  Vóór ik dit keer naar Frankrijk kwam, was ik een beetje bang van mezelf, maar nu ik onder granaatvuur gelegen 
heb en weet hoe het is, heb ik helemaal geen schrik meer voor mezelf.  Ik heb enkel spijt dat ik jullie verdriet zal aandoen als het 
met mij slecht zou aflopen.  Ik neem dit soort leven aan alsof het normaal was, want ik weet dat het niks met mij te maken heeft, 
maar met God, en aangezien dat zo is, maak ik mij niet de minste zorgen.  Trouwens, ik weet dat ik jullie allemaal terugzie in 
een ander en beter leven.  Ik wil dat jullie dat geloven en dan weet ik zeker dat jullie helemaal niet ongelukkig zullen zijn.  Het 
enige waar ik spijt van heb, is dat ik niet trouwde met Gertie opdat zij enige compensatie zou ontvangen ingeval ze mij zou 
verliezen.  Indien ik niet terugkom, hebben we afgesproken dat ze de  100 van mijn levensverzekering zal gebruiken om een 
kindje te adopteren en op te voeden.  Ik wil ook dat ze m'n boeken en boekenkast krijgt.  Al m'n andere bezittingen, de paar 
meubeltjes, enz. en het geld zijn voor jullie.  Daarom is het voor mij onnodig een testament te maken. 
Wel, dit is alles wat ik wilde zeggen, hoewel ik véél méér aan jullie beiden denk.  Het is rot deze brief te moeten schrijven, maar het 
moet.  Ik hoop van ganser harte dat ik hem later aan stukken kan scheuren als deze afschuwelijke oorlog voorbij is. 
 
Tot ziens dus, en veel liefs van 
 
JIM 
 
Brief door Second-Lieutenant L.J Stribling aan zijn ouders. De brief werd door zijn Moeder, Mrs A.M. Stribling, 
84 Alexander Road, Ford, near Plymouth, Devon. Geschonken aan Tubby Clayton. 
 

2nd Lt. Lewis James Stribling, 329th Siege Battery, Royal Garrison Artillery 
26 years old, date of death: 13 November 1917 

Final resting place at Menin Road South Cemetery, III.M.17 
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2. Commander of billiards - creative thinking 
 

In 1917, Australian Corporal John Henri joined the Talbot House staff briefly as overseer of the billiard tables at the 

House. Although in the end, he turned out to be a deserter, he would always stand out in Tubby’s memories. 

We suggest the teacher, or a confident reader amongst the students, reads out one chapter of the story at a time. At 

the conclusion of each chapter the teacher puts a few questions to the students to encourage them to think out loud 

how the story could continue. This encourages their free speech, imagination and creative thinking.  

We recommend you arrange this workshop on the 2nd floor of Talbot House where the billiard table would have 

been found. Please see the attachment for the story and questions.  

 

3. The Meaning of Talbot House - Debating & reflecting 

 
“In all my experience I have never known a place so vital to morale as Talbot House.”  

Field Marshall Lord Plumer, Baron of Messines 
 

Explore why Talbot House was seen by General Plumer as so important to the soldiers. What effect did it have on 

them? Also, what role did religion play in this? 

Talk, debate and reflect with your friends on the true meaning of Talbot House. Why is it that this club survives over 

a century on? Do you think it still serves a purpose today?  

Feel free to involve the Talbot House wardens or staff in your debate or present your findings to them. We think 

this conversation can ideally be held in our chapel, the foundations of the House as described by our founder.  

 

 

4. The Talbot House Quiz 

In the permanent exhibition on the history of Talbot House over the past century, some 500 historic artefacts are on 

display. Through some 20 interactive tablets, students can find quotes and photos relating to these artefacts. In our 

quiz, enclosed at the back of this document, they try to find the answers behind every object.  

Coming Soon! 

 

5. Snapshots from the past  

Despite the multitude of troops coming through the House, only a handful of photos survive. Try to recreate these 

photos by posing your friends in the exact same position as the soldiers. Try to use a few artefacts and have attention 

for detail.  

This is a fun assignment and makes for a nice group photo in a historic setting, a great souvenir. Below you can find 

several original photos from Talbot House during the Great War. Feel free to email the photos to 

info@talbothouse.be to take part in an annual competition. 

mailto:info@talbothouse.be
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6. Sketching memories 

Are you the next Eric Kennington? Did you know many artists came to Talbot House to paint, to sketch, to 

perform,…to forget? Sketching is a past time like so many which allowed soldiers to use their skills from daily life to 

create something beautiful in the destructive world they lived in. Some of them would become famous artists such as 

Eric Kennington. 

Below you can find several of the famous artworks they left us. Try to find a nice spot in our grounds and try to 

imagine what it would have looked like during the soldiers when soldiers, nurses and local children would be present. 

Required: bring your own pencils, paint, paper, etc.  

Feel free to post or email the artworks to us (info@talbothouse.be) to take part in an annual competition and 

exhibition. 

 

 

 
  

mailto:info@talbothouse.be


13 
 

II. Resources & tips for your visit 
Tales of Talbot House 
 

First time visitor to Talbot House? Where to get the correct historical background from… 

We can highly recommend some of our books & pocket guides from our shop which you can order online for next 

to nothing. But to get you on your way, here are a few brief stories and quotes. Don’t hesitate to ask a staff member 

for more details or why not join us on a story tour yourself?  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 ‘Tommy in Wonderland’ 
Through an elaborate, iron-grilled doorway I could hear the sound of laughter and music, and pushing 
through the door I found myself at once in a different World. It was amazing, I felt like Alice when she 
stepped through the looking-glass. There were soldiers all around me, of course, and Army slang in the air, 
but, in stepping across that threshold, I seemed to have left behind me all the depression and weariness of 
the street. 
 
There were walls with paper on them – clean paper, too! – carpeted stairs, pictures on the walls and vases 
with flowers in them. No “Do Not Spit” notices were here, but the human invitation, “If you are in the habit 
of spitting on the carpet at home, PLEASE SPIT HERE.” 
 
I was sad and lonely as I re-entered “Everyman’s Club.” During the preceding three weeks I had lived in a 
land of mud and death. Many of my best friends had passed over, others I had seen mangled, wounded and 
in agony. The noise of the bombardment still dinned in my ears and I could not rid myself of the sights and 
smells of battle. 
 
I passed through the house, into the garden, and sat down awhile to rest. From a neighbouring house the 
voices of women, busy in the ordinary duties of the day could be heard. The grass was almost unbelievably 
green. The leaves had scarcely begun to fall, the branches moved gently in a passing wind and a bird was 
singing in the tree-top…  
 
Across the Hall came the sound of voices and a piano but I wanted to investigate the stairway – so 
miraculously reminding me of home. Upstairs on the first floor I found a tiny room lined with books and 
even a cursory glance showed me that they were books to read – the sort of book I had been starving for for 
months. A while later, seated in the lounge with a book on my knee, I was suddenly aware of a friendly voice 
saying: “Ah – poetry, good man! – Yes, that’s fine,” and looking up I found myself under the twinkling 
glance of a rotund and smiling padre. 
 
N.N., 58th Division, September 1917 
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The Chaplain’s Room 
 

 
 
Over the door of the chaplain’s room was a legend, invented by a beloved physician who for more than a year 
was treasurer of the House. This scroll ran: — ALL RANK ABANDON YE WHO ENTER HERE  
 
Under its ægis, unusual meetings lost their awkwardness. Whereas, throughout the House, there was no fusion 
and normal rules concerning rank were duly, even punctiliously, observed, the Chapel and the chaplain’s room 
were free. I remember, for instance, one afternoon on which the tea-party (there generally was one) comprised a 
General, a staff captain a second lieutenant, and a Canadian private. After all, why not? They had all knelt 
together that morning in the Presence. “Not here, lad; not here,” whispered a great G.O.C. at Aldershot to a man 
who stood aside to let him go first to the Communion rails; and to lose that spirit would not have helped to win 
the war, but would have made it less worth winning.  
 
There was, moreover, always a fair percentage of temporary officers who had friends not commissioned whom 
they longed to meet. The padre’s meretricious pips seemed in such cases to provide an excellent chaperonage. 
Yet further, who knows what may not be behind the private’s uniform? I mind me of another afternoon when 
a St. John’s undergraduate, for duration a wireless operator with artillery, sat chatting away. A knock, and the 
door opened timidly to admit a middle-aged R.F.A. driver, who looked chiefly like one in search of a five-franc 
ban. I asked (I hope courteously) what he wanted, whereupon he replied: “I could only find a small Cambridge  
manual on palæolithic man in the library. Have you anything less elementary?” I glanced sideways at the wireless 
boy and saw that my astonishment was nothing to his. “Excuse me, sir,” he broke in, addressing the driver, “but 
surely I used to come to your lectures at — College?” “Possibly,” replied the driver, “mules are still my 
speciality.”  
(P.B. Clayton) 
 
 

Veni, vidi, vici  
 
My memory goes back to one wet night, late in the Autumn of 1917, when all our 14 Chess Boards were set out 
in the Canadian Lounge. The semi-finalists played at 6 p.m. and at 7 p.m. the finalists were bloodily engaged, 
when I was summoned to the old front door by Pettifer to see an unknown gunner who was a middle-aged 
man, muddy and tired. 
 
He said to me, “I hear you’ve got some Chessmen.” And I said, “Yes, no less than fourteen boards, though all 
of them are in use for the time being, but if you come and wait you will get a game.” 
 
He paused to have a single cup of tea while I explained to him what was occurring. All neighbouring Units had 
sent in their Champions and fourteen final rounds were now proceeding. He said to me “Can you arrange this 
for me?” I should be glad to play the winners.” I said, “What do you mean? It is half-past seven and the House 
closes at nine. Even supposing that they are all winning it would take you all night to play the lot!” Then he 
replied, “I don’t mean that at all. I want to play the fourteen games at once.” 
 
I told the Champions, and they were amused, but once more set the boards. Then he came in, and as an 
unknown gunner in the Salient walked up and down the lines, played fourteen games, and within half an hour 
won twelve and drew with two. He then said “Goodnight.” and vanished in the darkness of the Salient. I never 
knew his name! 
(P.B. Clayton) 
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Tips & Tricks for your group visit 
 

➢ Don't forget to request your complimentary cup of tea on the booking form! We can also arrange coffee 
and cake. Or perhaps you would like to picnic or have a cold buffet lunch in the garden or canteen ? 

➢ May we ask groups not to take large backpacks onto the grounds. The Exhibition and House have many 
fragile artefacts on display.  

➢ Please make sure to keep an eye on your group in the exhibition space and Talbot House so that they 
don't lean on any of the glass cases or hit any frames. 

➢ Planning to guide your own group round Talbot House? Due to the limited space, the many visitors 
and the vulnerable conditions, we must request the following: 

o Delivering an introduction to your group is possible in the Concert Hall (please ask us to briefly 
pause the concert party for you) or in the garden.  

o Guiding in Talbot House must be kept to a limit. Ideally groups can be briefly (!) addressed in the 
Hall on the ground floor or in the chapel.  

o May we ask you not to take more than 40 adults or 50 students up to the chapel at the same time. 
This is an absolute maximum for the safety of your group as well as the protection of the site. 
Thank you. 

  

The Upper Room 
 
How well I remember when our Division came to Poperinghe in September 1917 to be in readiness for the 
Passchendaele offensive. On the Sunday evening about six of us (all pals) were looking for a service somewhere 
and happened on Talbot House: what a wonderful home-like atmosphere the place had. We were told by some 
other Tommies on entering that the little room upstairs was crowded out and we should not be able to attend 
service. We were just on the point of returning away disappointed when we saw you making your way down the 
staircase packed with fellows. I can see you now and hear you singing the hymn which was being sung at the 
time in the Upper Room, ‘Praise my Soul the King of Heaven’ – and you did. ‘Don’t go away, boys, we are 
having a second house, there will be a second service.’ So we waited and thank God we did. The memory of that 
quiet Sunday evening service helped us over many dreadful and difficult days which followed in that awful 
month of St. Julien and Langemarck. Some of the boys went under, but their last days were cheered and their 
hearts made glad by the message of Toc H, and we talked of these things in our dug-out afterwards. 
 
Philip Hancock, 58th London Division 
 
 

 
 

 

Tips and requests 
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III. Story Tours & Workshop overview 
 

Join one of our storytellers at Talbot House and get more out of your  visit 
 
Bring the stories to life by joining one of our enthusiastic storytellers on a tour of the grounds. Please get in touch if 
you'd like us to help select your perfect tour. All tours are subject to availability and need to be pre-booked. 
 
These can be combined with some of the above assignments.  
 

A House of People & their Stories: standard tour for schools and adult groups of 20 people or more 

o Introduction on the history of Talbot House, from the founding till the present day, delivered by one of 
our Talbot House Storytellers. During your tour of the grounds, you'll hear lots of anecdotes from the past 
on the life behind the lines in the camps, hospitals and the vibrant city of Pops as well as many Talbot 
House stories from the Great War and more recent times. 

o Duration of your tour: 1 hour, including a visit to Talbot House, the garden and the Happy Hoppers 
Concert Party. Ideally followed by 30 minutes of free time to also enjoy a cup of tea. 

o Practical: 50 people max. Cost: €40 
 

Tales of Talbot House: story tour for adults or school literature tours of max. 20 people 

o Story tour of Talbot House by one of our in-house storytellers. As we make our way through the House, 
we quote from the memoirs of our founding fathers. Who better to tell you what it was like than the people 
who were there in their own colourful language? 

o Duration of your tour: 1 hour, can be flexible. Ideally add on another 30 minutes of free time to explore 
and have tea. 

o Practical: 20 people max. Cost: €40 
 

Pettifer’s Chronicle: short story tour for school groups  

o Join Pte. Arthur Pettifer MM on a mission in Talbot House. Arthur, a legendary scrounger, was employed 
at the House during the Great War and gives you a first-hand snappy account of his adventures. 

o Duration of your tour: 30 min. Ideally we recommend you add on another 30 to 60 min. to explore the site 
or have a cup of tea. 

o Practical: 50 people max. Cost: € 40 
 
 

Great War Medical Workshop 
o Sessions will be led by an expert guide who will take your students through the medical evacuation system 

with the various forms of treatment and transport available at each aid post. Through a vast amount of 
original and replica artefacts in our recreated aid station, students get a real idea of what conditions were 
like. Well selected videos and photos bring the topic to life. This workshop is always combined with a visit 
to Talbot House. 

o Duration: 30 minutes. Depending client's time, can be added on. 
o Practical: max. 50 participants. Cost: € 40 
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Appendix 1: Commander of Billiards  
 

Read out the following chapters out loud one at a time. After each chapter, have a group discussion on how the story 

might evolve. Try and be creative but still realistic in your replies.  

 

 
 

Notice by Rev. Philip Byard Clayton (aka Tubby) 
 

 
 

Question: How do you think Tubby solves the problem of chaos and noise deriving from the billiards?  
 

 

Part 1. 
 
It all began with the small billiard-table, which came from Messrs. Gamage. Billiards are made for men, not 
men for billiards; and I had cause to regret that most seductive table before long. There was the furore of 
its first arrival. Then, for a week or so, the room in which it stood was inaccessible, a solid throng of 
hopefuls: the butt-end of the cues plying a doubtful passage. Imagine every beast owned by the Zoo given 
freedom to congregate, and in turn to drink out of a six-foot tank during a water famine, and you are not 
far from picturing the proceedings in that billiard-room. News spread, and callers multiplied. We did not 
feel at home with them, for they had come with one intention only. By now, the precious table was moved 
up for  more space to the floor below the Chapel. I was not quite happy about this, since sound (like gas) 
will rise, and that of cannons is peculiarly penetrating. Billiards, like other games, ceased by the strict 
traditions of the House during family prayers; but I found that at other times the Chapel stillness suffered. 
 
The little table prospered mightily, but proved a constant worry. Conceive of the accessories, fetched from 
their guardian Jimmy Moorhouse in the kitchen, and then too much required to be returned. Ponder the 
untipped cues, chalked by the simple process of thrusting them aloft against the plaster ceiling. Imagine, 
not too accurately, the emblematic language! 
 
Now Talbot House was known to be a place free from this style of talk. Action was necessary, …. 
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Question: What do you think two police officers are investigating?  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Question: What do you think happened to John Henry? 
 
 

Part 2 
 

Action was necessary, and on the board below I advertised for someone strong enough to act as overseer 
and Commander-in-Chief of billiards. A lithe Australian corporal, with three wound-stripes, whom I had 
seen about the House for some days past, came in and volunteered. I asked him for particulars. He told 
me he was a patient at No. 17 C.C.S.1, allowed out in the daytime, and at night occasionally. I answered 
this would suit me admirably, provided the Commanding Officer gave him a signed  sanction. This he 
produced next day, stamped and correct, and it was duly filed with other Staff attachments in my 
cupboard. The cupboard was unlocked; keys were almost unknown in Talbot House. Weeks passed, and 
every day my good friend Corporal Henry presided over billiards. Himself no mean performer, he ruled 
the roost completely. I heard him do it once, and was horrified to find that his remedy for bad language 
was so homoeopathic that the green baize turned blue. I felt inclined to creep away and wonder, but read 
myself a lesson in deportment, and went and ‘told him off.’ He took it penitently, and checked himself 
and others. After that incident, he (for the first time) climbed into the Chapel. I did not welcome him. He 
was too raw and too uncomfortable. He took to coming often. By and by, I had a talk with him there. 

 
An element of mystery hung round the man. Handsome and devil-may-care, he played his part most 
faithfully and with a growing understanding. The House and its ideals had been Greek to him; but he was 
coming on. He was the Esau-type1, intolerant of any kind of softness. But when he met a man, he met his 
fellow, and measured him with promptitude for friend or foe. Australians love or hate. 
  
Then the blow fell. One autumn afternoon in ’17, two military police came to the Chaplain’s room. I 
knew and liked them both. I told them to get chaired; their answer brought me out of mine.  

 

Part 3 
 

They had come on duty for Corporal Henry, a deserter. First, for my part in this. Where was my authority 
for harbouring him? How came he on the Staff of Talbot House? I took my Staff file – a metal skewer 
pricked through a sheaf of papers – from the cupboard. The C.C.S. attachment had been torn away, as a 
mere scrap of it remaining proved quite clearly. I told them it was stamped and signed by the 
Commanding Officer. They said the stamp had possibly been ‘come by,’ but that the signature had been a 
forgery. I rang my bell for Pettifer; but Henry himself came up. 
 
He strode in his shirt-sleeves, with all the grace of movement characteristic of the man. ‘You wanted 
something?’ he began to say, and then he saw the trap. I’ll not forget his face. The two men closed with 
him; but his strength and desperation were such that he almost beat them back. Had he been armed – 
and he had a pistol in his pack upstairs – he would have killed and died. I cried out to him that I hadn’t 
planned his capture, that I was still his friend. The handcuffs now snapped upon his wrists. He stood a 
prisoner, silent. Then ‘May I get my coat? It’s in the kitchen. I promise to come back.’ His captors 
laughed at the idea. I went and fetched it, brokenly. The man meant much to me. I told him so, as best I 
could. I told him that I knew about the stolen paper. He said sadly, ‘I wish I’d told you everything.’ The 
escort took him out. 
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Extra Interesting facts: 

Poperinge Deatch Cells  
 
During the war, the town hall of Poperinge was taken over by the British Town Major. The four police cells, of 
which two survive to this day, were used to lock up soldiers on charges such as drunkenness, fighting, etc. Also those 
awaiting court marshals often found themselves detained here. From 1916 onwards, they became known as death 
cells as soldiers on penal charges would also be locked up here. 
They would spent their final night in these cells, usually in the 
company of a friend and a padre. They could write a final letter 
home, have confession and a final meal. At dawn, they sometimes 
were paraded in front of their ow unit to be made an example of 
before being tied to a chair or post. Often men from the same 
platoon would be selected to carry out the sentence. In Poperinge, 
at least some 32 soldiers were executed during the Great War, 
several of them here on the town hall courtyard. Today,  in the 
‘Death Cells’, you are confronted with a cinematic impression of a 
soldier awaiting his sentence. You may also decipher the graffiti left 
by the prisoners. Visiting the cells prior to the Every Man’s Club, 
makes Talbot House even more stand out amongst the harsh reality 
of war.  

Part 4 
 
I never saw him again. He lies, I fancy, in some French-British cemetery. His grave may be unknown. 
Unknown, but not dishonoured; for a strange aftermath brought me, not ‘everything,’ but things I longed 
to hear. 
 
His trial as a deserter was conducted in the Australian area, then down south. My part in the proceedings 
was spared me, first by the fact that my own ignorance, in view of his efficient forgery, was admitted; 
secondly, through my illness at the time. His own unlikely story was found to be correct. Since he had left 
Australia, he had had cause to know his wife was faithless. She was now living with another man. He had 
been wounded twice – that also was quite accurate. And, in the next attack, after he heard the news, he 
was reported killed. Actually, he had slipped his identity disc on a dead man, and himself vanished utterly, 
leaving her free to marry. 
 
They sentenced him to a long imprisonment; but when, in 1918, the Australian Corps faced the carrying 
of Mt. St. Quentin, they sent some prisoners back to their battalions. Henry was one of these. A few days 
later, I had a letter from him, telling me this, and that he hoped his conduct in that attack would clear his 
character. No other letter followed; and some discreet inquiries led me to believe that Corporal Henry fell 
– a foolish word – soon after it was written.  
 

Postscript 
 

John Henry was a boundary rider in western New South Wales, an independent type of man, strong-willed, 
capable and not amenable to discipline. 
On 20 March 1915, aged 21, he enlisted in “B” Coy, 20th Bn, 5th Brigade, A.I.F., and took part in the Gallipoli 
Campaign before being shipped off to the Western Front, arriving in France on 29 May 1916. On 3 August, during 
the Battle of the Somme, he was first reported wounded and missing, later reported killed in action. In fact, he had 
absented himself without leave whilst his battalion was in the trenches at Pozières. 405 days later, on 12 September 
1917, at 8.20 pm, he was finally arrested by the Military Police at Talbot House.  Tried by a Field General Court 
Martial on 14 December,  he was found guilty and sentenced to 10 years of penal servitude. On 22 December 
Henry managed to escape from the Guard Room, but surrendered himself two days later. On 4 January 1918 he 
was admitted at No. 10 Military Prison, Dunkirk. A couple of weeks later his sentence was commuted to 2 years of 
imprisonment with hard labour. On 26 April he was released from prison and sent back to the front. Excepting a 
few spells in various hospitals, he stayed with his unit for the rest of the war. In February and March 1919 Henry 
was sent on an education course in France before being marched out to Le Havre on 4 April for return to 
Australia (via Liverpool U.K.) where he finally arrived on 4 July.  
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Australian deserters were not executed 
 

According to Section 98 of the Commonwealth Defence Act 1903, no member of the Defence Force shall be sentenced 
to death by any court martial except for four offences: 

➢ mutiny 

➢ desertion to the enemy 

➢ traitorously delivering up to the enemy any garrison, fortress, post, guard, or ship, vessel, or boat, or aircraft 

➢ traitorous correspondence with the enemy. 

➢  
Significantly, this sentence could not be carried out until it was confirmed by the Governor-General. 
While approximately 306 soldiers, including several Canadians, were executed by the British Army during the First 
World War, this sentence was not carried out by the Australian Army. 
 
After the dreadful bombardments of Pozieres in 1916, absence without leave increased alarmingly and some senior 
Australian officers argued that Australian soldiers should face the same penalties that applied in the British Army. 
However, the general feeling, both at home in Australia as well as of those serving, was against inflicting the death 
penalty on men who had volunteered to fight in a cause not primarily their own. 
 
The Australian Imperial Force (AIF) instead had to rely on the leadership and example of its officers, the tone and 
esprit de corps of its men, and alternative penalties, including the publication of lists of offenders in Australian 
newspapers. 
 
 

 


