I cheered Boer War vets in 1902
HENRY ALLINGHAM, who was 112 in June, is Britain’s oldest man and one of only two veterans still alive who fought in the First World War. 
[image: image1.jpg]



He was born in 1896, when Queen Victoria ruled. At 19 he was flying North Sea patrols to safeguard shipping. Posted to France in 1917, he suffered shrapnel wound in a German raid. He married Dorothy in 1918 and they had two daughters. His wife died in 1970 and he has outlived both his children. Henry’s autobiography – Kitchener’s Last Volunteer – with a foreword by Prince Charles – has fascinating insights into the life of a boy at the turn of the 19th Century. Here are extracts from the book . . .

IN August 1902 I remember being taken into the City of London to swell the numbers of people lining the streets for the coronation of King Edward VII. I sat on Grandpa’s shoulders, waving a flag.
I had only just learned to sing God Save the Queen. Now there was a king and I had to change the words. 
What else can I remember about life when I was a boy? Motor cars had not yet arrived so all transport was horse-drawn, even buses. 
There were individual tradesmen’s carts delivering bread, milk, groceries and coal. 
Street lighting was provided by gas, with a small army of lamplighters responsible for igniting the mantle. 
On the streets you could often find entertainers eking out a living, especially barrel organ-grinders ringing out the hits of the day. 
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Henry's record ... 1896 birth certificate

The main thing one can say of how much better off we are today is that life expectancy in that era was much less than it is now. Tuberculosis, diphtheria and fevers were common and often fatal — as was the case with the early death of my father. 
I went to Gamuel Road School in Walthamstow at the age of five in 1901.  Out of the 40 or more children in my class the majority was poorly dressed, had no shoes and quickly resorted to fights. 
At school we were taught how to read and write and how to add up. We had sandboxes to write in. 
Books 

I’ll always remember the smell given off by the sand. It ponged. We had to trace the letters in sand using a metal skewer. And there was trouble if anyone spilled the sand. Later we were given slates and chalk. To clean the slate you had to use saliva on a cloth that was passed among us. Any books we had were shared and dog-eared. 
In June 1902 I remember watching soldiers home from the Boer War parading in front of the town hall in Hackney. 
In 1903 I went to the Oval to see W.G. Grace play. 
He walked like an elderly person because his pads were too long for him. 

It was at Fourth Avenue School in Manor Park that I discovered sport. Football was coached after school at a cost of a halfpenny a session. I would find the money from somewhere. 
I built myself a box cart of wood mounted on a set of wheels I found abandoned in a field and loaded the cart with horse dung from the streets. Then I went from door to door offering manure for sale at three pennies per load. 
It was a short-lived enterprise. Someone stole the cart. There was no point getting too upset. Cars and Lorries were rapidly replacing horse-drawn vehicles. I knew that the supply was drying up and the bottom dropped out of the market. 
In the summer of 1907 my mother and I moved to Clapham and I became a pupil at the London County Council High School. 
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Flier ... uniform

That October the whole school was led outside to see the first British airship on its flight from Aldershot to London. 
Our sports lessons were inspired in 1908 by the arrival of the Olympic Games in London. My schoolmates and I ran and re-ran races. Football was becoming increasingly popular after the English team played its first international, against Austria, winning by six goals to one. 
In 1910 King Edward VII died. I can remember the funeral cortège winding its way from Westminster Abbey. 
At 15 I left school. My father had worked in the family firm, which was ironmongery, but it wasn’t for me. 
A firm of surgical instrument makers approached the school looking for a trainee and offering a weekly wage of 12 shillings and sixpence, or 62½p in today’s money. 
But within three months I had joined a firm called Carters, working on Foden three-ton wagons and lorries for 21 shillings, or £1.05, a week. Then I joined Gordon’s of East Dulwich, a car and coach builder, and my wage packet went up to 29 shillings, or £1.45 in today’s money. 
I had been at work a year when the Titanic sank, claiming more than 1,500 lives. 
The weekend that war broke out I was in Brighton enjoying a Bank Holiday with my mother. It seemed exciting, yet one was still filled with a dread and the future was unknown. 
Pledge 

After Germany invaded Belgium, Britain declared war and the next day I got out my Triumph TT motorcycle and headed for Pall Mall. I offered to be a dispatch rider for the Royal Engineers, using my own machine. I was told to return home and wait for further instructions but my mother made me promise never to leave her side. 
A week after war was declared I lost my job — Gordon’s saw just about all its workers disappear into Kitchener’s volunteer army. 
So I joined Scammell, the truck manufacturer, working long hours to modify Foden and Scammell trucks to Army specifications. 
In June 1915, when my mother died of cancer, I was released from my pledge not to volunteer and now I quickly enquired about joining up. 
Everyone I knew had done so already and one could see whole bodies of men forming up the Pals Battalions — later to be slaughtered in 1916. 
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Golden old 'un ... Britain's oldest man Henry celebrates his 112th birthday with a plane-themed cake

I vowed to apply to join the Royal Naval Air Service. On 21 September 1915 I was given a number (RNAS F8317) and rank (Air Mechanic Second Class) and I was posted to the Royal Naval Air Station in Great Yarmouth, from where the RNAS safeguarded shipping from German submarines and Zeppelins. 
My first flight was in 1915, just a dozen years after Orville Wright’s first-ever powered flight. 
I was the engineer in an Avro 504 biplane flying on a routine patrol over the North Sea. 
I took with me a Lee-Enfield rifle and two carrier pigeons, which would fly home and alert rescuers if we ditched. 
Anyone involved in flying at the time had a dread of fire on landing. I’ve seen so many men burned up. They died in a matter of seconds. All you could do was standing by helplessly and just hope it was quick. 
I went to France in September 1917 to support the Royal Flying Corps. I used to sit behind the pilot and drop bombs when required — there was no art to this, just plain luck. 
My role now is to remind people of the sacrifices made in the First World War. I have had a very good life, very happy, and I’m thankful for it. 
There have been times when I have been dead scared, times when I should have been more scared than I was; only I didn’t know it. Only with hindsight do I look back and realize just how lucky I have been.
