
Harry Mann

Harry Mann was well known in Wombwell and Hemingfield. He worked for almost 
40 years at Wombwell Foundry as Stores Man and ‘Ambulance Man’ (first aider).
Harry was born on 26th June 1895 at 5 Savill Square, Hoyland Common. He was the 
first child of Garibaldi Mann a coal miner at Hoyland pit. Harry’s mother Mary had 
been a widow with two small boys before she married Garibaldi and Harry remained 
close to his half- brothers Robert and John Gascoigne all his life. Garibaldi and Mary 
went on to have four other children in quick succession, Phyllis, Ruth, Harold and 
Albert. The whole family were close knit and loving and Harry was the ‘golden boy’. 

Although he was baptised at St Peter’s Church in Hoyland as a child and a young 
man he attended the Wesleyan Methodist Chapel at Hoyland Common where he 
became a Sunday School teacher. His faith was very important and although it was 
severely tested by his war experience he never lost it.

By 1908 the family had moved to 12 Fitzwilliam Street which although a terrace 
house lit by gas was a step up in the world as it meant the family had their own 
outdoor toilet although no bathroom.

Baths were taken once a week in front of the black lead range which besides 
heating the room was used for cooking and heating the water. Harry recalled that 
the cleanest child went in first followed in turn by the next cleanest and so on and 
the water in the tin bath was rewarmed by adding another kettle of hot water. 
After bathing the children’s hair was inspected by their mother to make sure they 
had not caught lice.

Harry went to the local school where he did well and on his thirteenth birthday he 
was given his ‘Labour Certificate’ and allowed to leave. His parents although poor 
were ambitious for their ‘clever’ son and he was not going to be allowed to work 
down the pit like his father and half-brothers. Instead he got a job as errand boy at 
Hoyland pit moving up to work in the office at a multitude of tasks including working 
out wages and keeping the pit’s records etc.

When he was 16 years old he joined the local St Johns Ambulance Brigade which 
was run by Doctor Wiggins who was the local doctor and also a surgeon. He passed 
all the St John’s exams with flying colours and so impressed Dr Wiggins that he 
advised Harry’s parents to send him to college with a view to him joining the medical 
profession. This was out of the question as there was no way the family could afford 
to educate him any further and they needed his earnings so Harry stayed at the pit 
working out the wages.

At the outbreak of war 19 year old Harry was bored with his job and his life. On the 
15th February 1915 fired up by the prospect of going abroad ‘to France’ when in his 
whole life he had never been further than Sheffield and had never seen the sea he 
enlisted with the Yorks and Lancs ready to do his bit. If he expected his parents to 
be patriotic and pleased that their son was to fight for ‘King and Country’ he had got 
it wrong. His mother wept and his father called him a fool and threatened him with 
the belt. The leathering was never carried out. Harry went off for training with the 
regiments raised in Sheffield and at some point he met a Sheffield lad called Arthur 
Crowther who was to become his lifelong pal and after the war, his brother-in-law. 

The two met while training and after marching away together from Sheffield’s 
Fitzallan Square waved off by a weeping mother and younger siblings Harry landed 
in France in February 1916. 



He described life on the front line at first as cold, wet and dirty and later in the year 
as hot and dusty. One week in three was spent behind the lines billeted in what was 
left of a French village. During this week the company sergeant arranged for the 
men to have a bath; in a barn big wooden tubs were filled with luke warm water and 
men took turns at bathing. If they were lucky they might have a bit of soap sent from 
home but nothing could be bought locally because the villagers had nothing to sell. 
You were lucky if you were the first one in the tub but after that the water was greasy 
and scummy. 

At the time Harry felt aggrieved at the villagers because they would not sell the 
soldiers bread, it took several years for him to realize they were desperate and 
half-starved themselves. On one occasion when they were followed by German 
snipers. Harry and his mates felt that the French villagers had told the Germans 
about them; again as he got older and wiser he realized that they had probably been 
terrorised into giving the information. As an older man one of Harry’s little sayings 
was ‘In youth we learn, in age we understand’.

The second week was spent in the support trench and the third in the front line 
trench. Harry used to write home and ask for candles. He didn’t use them for 
lighting the trench but to get rid of the lice in his clothes. If you ran a lighted candle 
over the seams of your uniform you could hear the lice and nits crack. It was a never 
ending task but had to be done or the lice would drive you mad. The men were given 
a pint of tea each morning and Harry and some of his pals would each save an inch 
in the bottom of their tin mug and use it to shave.

Army rations were sometimes o.k. but at other times poor. The men tried to buy food 
from the French but they had very little to sell. Each day the men were supposed to 
get 1lb of dried or salted meat and a 1lb of bread along with some cheese, tea, sug-
ar and jam. They were also supposed to get vegetables. The very rarely got the full 
entitlement and were sometimes hungry but most of the time they were given some 
of the rations. Sometimes they were given cigarettes and although Harry wasn’t a 
smoker he took them and swapped them for other things or gave them to his pals. 
They were nearly always given a small amount of rum which most men took in their 
tea.

Documents issued on or around 29th August 1917 when Harry was about 22 years of 
age and transferring to the Royal Flying Corps describe him as having brown hair, 
blue eyes and a fair complexion. He is 5 feet six and a half inches tall and his chest 
measured 35 inches. So not a very strapping lad, perhaps the three years of army 
rations stunted his growth. He was to be paid 1shilling and 8 pence a day (about 8 
pence in modern money).

Harry’s sister Phyllis used to say that when Harry was in France their mother would 
be in a bad mood telling everyone off and then the post would arrive with a letter 
from him. Mother’s mood would change instantly until the next week when the same 
thing would happen. Although they were desperate for letters they also dreaded bad 
news as so many local families had telegrams telling of the deaths of young men 
who Harry had been at school or work with. Harry would have got to know about the 
death of his cousin Harold Garnett who was killed not in active service but on board 
the HMS Natal which was blown up at anchor on 30th December 1915. Phyliss said it 
was terrible to learn about the deaths of people you had been brought up with.

By the 5th July 1916 Harry was in the melee of the battle of the Somme. On their first 
morning over the top Harry and his pals were given a double ration of rum to calm 
their nerves and when the whistle blew over they went. 



Harry was in the battle until it ended in September and because of his experience 
in St Johns Ambulance Brigade he was sometimes called upon to act as stretcher 
bearer. He told us grandchildren of the most terrible thing that happened to him in 
all his life. He was on guard duty with another lad. They had to watch for German 
snipers and all the time shells were bursting out in ‘No Man’s Land’. The pair were 
knelt on what Harry called a ‘fire step’ which was a kind of a pile of earth topped by 
a piece of wood which formed a kind of a shelf. They would periodically peep over 
the top of the trench and then duck down again. Both were tired and scared and this 
made Harry grumpy. He remarked to his pal that the trench was hot and clammy 
and was annoyed when the lad didn’t reply. When he looked over towards him the 
lad was still knelt on the fire step but he was dead, a piece of shrapnel had pierced 
through his throat and neck. Harry was sick with shock and he never forgot it 
realizing how silently death could come.

When in the trenches during the Somme Harry was constantly terrified, he wanted 
his mother and wondered what the Germans in the opposite trench were feeling; he 
reckoned they were also scared and wanted their mothers too. The thing that kept 
Harry and some of the others fighting wasn’t their hatred of the enemy but their 
loyalty to each other. There was no way out of the war and he had sympathy with 
some of the men who deserted recognising the stress they were under. After the war 
he always maintained the majority of lads who were shot at dawn were victims not 
cowards.

At some point Harry was wounded as a piece of shrapnel pierced his left thigh close 
to his knee. It is possible that he was treated at No 47 clearing station on 18th 
October 1917 at a place called Brie. A report gleaned from the Internet matches all 
Harry’s details even to the position of the wound however we are not sure about his 
service number. Not all the shrapnel was removed and all his life he had problems 
with his leg. He also suffered from the after effects of a gas attack. The report states 
that Harry could be put forward as an ‘eligible candidate for a wound stripe’ which 
would have been displayed on the sleeve of his uniform. On 28th August 1917 Harry 
left the B.E.F. (British Expeditionary Force) and transferred to the Royal Flying Corps 
to work as a labourer. He was demobbed in December 1918. Because his medals 
were issued by the R.F.C. and his previous army records destroyed by a direct hit in 
WW2 it has not been possible to find out exactly where Harry was in France. However 
he was probably in the Yorks and Lancs and because of information gleaned from his 
transfer papers to the R.F.C., the dates he first went to France, where he marched 
from, the fact that prior to the war he had worked in a clerical occupation and his 
friendship with Arthur Crowther it is very possible that he was part of a Sheffield 
‘Pals’ regiment.  

On 24th May 1920 against his mother’s wishes because she thought he could ‘do 
better’ Harry married Florence Hilda Crowther at St Peters Church Hoyland, 
sister of his mate Arthur. He had met her when visiting Arthur’s home in Pond 
Street, Sheffield and though at first he fancied his chances with her older sister 
Nellie, Hilda won his heart and they were happily married for over 50 years. Harry 
went back to his job at Hoyland Silkstone Coal and Coke Ltd and on 11th February 
1921 the sun came out for Harry and Hilda with the birth of their first child Mary 
Emma. They went on to have four sons and two more daughters and 21 
grandchildren one of whom I am fortunate to be. On 26th May 1926 Harry was 
given one week’s notice from Hoyland and Silkstone Coal and Coking Plant but 
quickly found a job at Wombwell Foundry which actually paid him five shillings a 
week more. In 1930 the family moved to The Army Yard (Browns Square) in 
Hemingfield and several years later round the corner to New Street.



After leaving the forces Harry was bitter about a government that boasted about 
‘homes fit for heroes’ and help for the wounded and soldier’s widows all of which he 
regarded as nothing but what we would now call ‘spin’.  He was one of the 
founding members of the local British Legion and every year he and Hilda 
organised us grandchildren to make up the poppies threading the wire stalk through 
the ‘punched out’ flower. Harry and his colleagues would then sell the poppies 
locally. When Harry died in 1971, members of the British Legion attended the funeral 
and poured poppies into his grave in recognition of his work.

Harry never spoke about the war for decades but he often relived it in his dreams 
where he would shout out for his pals to ‘get down’ and ‘get your heads down’.   

Shortly before his death in 1971 it had been arranged by the British Legion for Harry 
to go to the Albert Hall and the Whitehall Cenotaph at the next Remembrance Day. 
His eldest grandchild also planned to take him to France to pay his respects to his 
fallen comrades. Much of what I have written is how it was told to me by my 
grandfather and his sister Phyliss when they were in their 70’s and also by my 
mother and aunts and uncles (Harry’s children).I have the copies of the following 
documents – Harrys birth cert, baptism, labour certificate, St Johns Ambulance 
Certificate, census’s, transfer papers from B.E.F to Royal Flying Corps, marriage 
cert, dismissal notice from Hoyland Silkstone Coal and Coke Co. Ltd, faded head 
and shoulders photo in uniform and photos of medals.


