


  

 

  

 Since 2015, volunteers at Merton Heritage Centre have been working on the   

 Carved in Stone project. This Heritage Lottery funded initiative has focussed on  

 life in Merton during the First World War, with particular attention payed to the  

 life stories of local combatants. 
 

 At least 2000 Merton combatants died in the service of King and country.  

 Many more suffered physical injuries, disfigurement and psychological trauma  

 that blighted the rest of their lives. 
 

 The “war to end all wars” was unlike anything that had gone before. It combined  

 traditional close quarters fighting with new and deadly munitions fired in heavy  

 bombardments over a lengthy distance. The physical and mental effects on  

 combatants were devastating and often beyond the comprehension of friends  

 and family at home. 
  
 Shell-shock ( now more often described as PTSD ) was misunderstood and even  

 interpreted by some as evidence of cowardice. Many servicemen suffered in  

 silence, either unwilling, or simply unable to put their feelings into words. 

 The following are just a few examples from our archives. We owe it to their  

 memory to ensure that today’s veterans receive more support and understanding. 



  

 

 

 

 War poet, Wilfred Owen, pictured in the   

 uniform of the Manchester Regiment. 



 

  

 SECOND LIEUTENANT WILFRED EDWARD SALTER OWEN. 

 Born in Oswestry, Shropshire in 1893, Wilfred was the oldest son of  station-master  

 Thomas Owen and his wife ( Susan ) Harriet . The family lived in Birkenhead and Tranmere,  

 before moving to Shrewsbury. From the age of 13, Wilfred regularly visited “Alpina” (3 Clement  

 Road, Wimbledon. ) This was the home of his uncle, John Gunston, a  successful butcher with  

 a string of local shops. 
 

 Wilfred was particularly close to his youngest cousin, Lesley Gunston, with whom he would  

 write poetry. A sensitive devout Christian, with a keen mind, Wilfred did well at school. He spent  

 further time in Wimbledon during 1912, staying at 38 Worple Road whilst sitting University  

 entrance exams. Having failed to secure a scholarship, he worked as a lay assistant to a  

 Reading vicar to fund classes at the University College. He then worked as an English tutor in  

 Bordeaux, returning to England a few months after the outbreak of war. 
 

 On 21 October 1915, Wilfred enlisted in the Artists Rifles Officer’s Training Corps. In June 1916  

 he was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant in the Manchester Regiment.  

 Initially contemptuous of his troops, Wilfred’s attitude was changed following a series of  

 traumatic experiences. First he fell into a shell hole and suffered concussion, then he was  

 blown up by a trench mortar and spent several days unconscious on an embankment, lying  

 amongst the remains of one of his fellow officers.  



 

 Diagnosed with neurasthenia or shell shock , Wilfred was sent to Craiglockhart War Hospital  

 for Officers in Edinburgh. At a time where combat stress was poorly understood, this  

 ground-breaking hospital was treating shell shock with hydrotherapy, sports, craft activities and  

 talking therapy, pioneered by psychologist, William Rivers.  
 

 Whilst recuperating at Craiglockhart Owen formed friendships with fellow poets 

 Siegfried Sassoon and Robert Graves, who encouraged him to develop and publish his poetry., 
 

 In spite of opposition from his literary friends, Wilfred returned to France in July 1918. He felt it  

 was his duty to voice the true horrors of war through his writing. On 1 October, he commanded  

 the 2nd Battalion, Manchester Regiment in an attack on enemy strong points near Joncourt.  

 As a result of his leadership, gallantry and role in the capture of a German machine-gun, he  

 was awarded the Military Cross.  

 

 Tragically Wilfred was killed on 4 November, just one week the war ended. In a cruel twist of  

 fate, his mother received the telegram informing her of his death on Armistice Day, as the  

 church bells of Shrewsbury were ringing in celebration. 

 

 Wilfred Owen is buried at Ors Communal Cemetery in northern France. Through his poems  

 ( published posthumously, ) he became the voice of a lost generation, capturing both the horror  

 of war and the pity he felt for his fellow combatants. 



 

 

 Poet and writer, Robert Graves, 

 pictured in the uniform of the  

 Royal Welch Fusiliers, c.1916 



 

  

 

 CAPTAIN ROBERT GRAVES. 

 Robert was the third child of Alfred Graves and his German wife, Amalie von Ranke. He was  

 born (1895 ) and raised at 1, Lauriston Road, Wimbledon (which now has an English Heritage  

 blue plaque) 
 

 Robert attended several local schools including King’s College School. He was often  

 tormented by other students due to his German ancestry.  This may have prompted his own  

 bullying tendencies and eventually his father removed him from the school for using bad  

 language. He later studied at Rokeby Prep School in Kingston, before moving to  

 Charterhouse. 
 

 Robert volunteered for active service at the outbreak of the First World War, aged 19. 

 He went on to serve as a Captain in the Royal Welch Fusiliers, alongside Siegfried Sassoon,  

 his closest friend during the war years. Badly wounded at the Battle of the Somme in 1916, 

 he was mistakenly reported dead on his 21st birthday, though recovered enough to return to 

 the front a few months later.  

  



 

 

Staff and patients at the pioneering Craiglockhart War Hospital for Officer, Edinburgh 



  

 

 

 Shell-shocked and traumatised by his war experiences, he was sent to Craiglockhart Hospital,  

 Edinburgh, where he formed close friendships with fellow poets Siegfried Sassoon and  

 Wilfred Owen. 
 

 Robert Graves survived the war but suffered the effects of shell shock for many years after the  

 conflict had ended. Despite a successful literary career and He continued to be haunted by t 

 traumatic memories of the war well into his old age. His autobiographical work, ‘Goodbye to All  

 That’ ( published in 1929 ) drew on his own wartime experiences and showed the impact of  

 war on British society. It remains the most popular prose account of the First World War. 



 

 
  

 PRIVATE JAMES HERBERT POOLEY. 

 Sadly we know little of Pooley’s early life apart from the fact that he was born in 1886, was  

 originally from Liverpool and had two sisters, Amy and Charlotte. 

 

 He volunteered for military service on 19 November 1915 and joined the Honourable Artillery  

 Company. 

 

 His brief military service seems to have had a terrible effect on James’ mental state - possibly  

 compounding previously hidden anxieties. Unable to conquer his fears, he took poison on  

 9 December 1915 and died in Nelson Hospital,  Merton. 

 

 Somewhat bizarrely, his inquest report stated that he was discharged from the army in   

 consequence of having committed suicide. 

 

 James is buried at Wimbledon Cemetery, Gap Road. 



 

Nelson Hospital, Merton - it was here that Private James Pooley was treated for poisoning. 



 

Wimbledon Cemetery, Gap Road - final resting place of Private James Pooley. 



 

 PRIVATE ALFRED ARTHUR EUNGBLUT. 

 Born in Camden in 1894, Alfred was the son of piano-tuner  Alfred Robert Eungblut and his  

 wife, Jane.  
 

 In 1914 20 year old Alfred was working in his father’s firm tuning and repairing musical  

 instruments. The First World War was to have a dramatic impact on his life. 
 

 Under the terms of the first Military Service Act, introduced in January 1916, all single men   

 aged 18 - 40 were eligible for conscription.  Alfred appears to have been a conscientious  

 objector and in May 1916 he claimed exemption from military service. 
 

 When his request was refused, Alfred absconded but gave himself up on 12 September 1916.   

 He was then court martialled and sentenced to 2 years hard labour. 
 

 By November 1916 Alfred was certified insane and sent to Long Grove Lunatic Asylum,  

 Epsom,  where he remained till his death.  
  

 Friends claimed that Alfred had been driven insane by ill treatment at the hands of the military.  

 It is possible that he was also targeted due to his Germanic surname. He died of heart  

 failure on 11 June 1917 aged 23, whilst still a patient at the Long Grove  Asylum. 

 He was buried at Morden Cemetery. Records show that his family changed their surname from  

 Eungblut to Rogers in August 1917. 



 

Merton and Sutton Joint Cemetery, Garth Road - Alfred Eungblut is commemorated here. 



 PRIVATE JOHN WILLIAM GLADSTONE. 

 Born in Tooting in 1898, John was the son of a local labourer. He lied about his age and  

 volunteered for military service on 1 September 1914, aged 16. He joined the 8th Battalion,   

 Queen’s (Royal West Surrey Regiment) before transferring to the 3rd Battalion Dorset  

 Regiment.   
 

 Having been amongst the first wave of military recruits, John was fortunate to survive the four  

 year conflict, however its impact on his mental health was catastrophic. He committed  suicide  

 on 18 January 1919, just prior to being demobilised.  
 

 The following is the coroner’s report from The Surrey Comet, 25 January 1919: 

 “... an inquest was held respecting the death of William John Gladstone, a young soldier,  

 20 years of age who had served  4 and a half years in the army, having been twice wounded,   

 and who ended his life on Saturday by throwing himself in front of a train near Morden Station. 
 

 Harry Gladstone, of 131 High-street, Collier’s Wood, the father of the dead soldier, said his son   

 was wounded in France in 1915. After his recovery he served in a Labour Battalion for two  

 years, and was then transferred to the Dorset Regt., and again sent to France.  

 He was wounded a second time, and was in hospital three months. He had recently come   

 home on 28 days demobilisation leave, and ever since his return home he had been  

 depressed. Witness was unable to account for this depression, but he thought it might possibly  

 have been caused by [ John’s ] suffering from his first wound. He was [also] slightly gassed at  

 the time…” 



 “He did not appear to suffer from nervousness, and his depression did not cause witness any  

 anxiety. He was not in any trouble… Previous to his discharge from hospital on the last  

 occasion he was always bright and cheerful. During Friday night witness heard his son   

 shouting, and next morning asked him what was wrong. The lad replied that he had had a   

 nightmare, and had been unable to sleep.  
 

 Thomas Harrison, station-master at Morden, said on Saturday morning he was riding on the   

 front of the 11.5 train from Croydon to Wimbledon. As the train was nearing Morden Station he  

 saw a soldier sauntering across a patch of grass near the railway. The driver whistled, but to  

 their surprise the man kept straight on, and just as the train was getting close to him he  

 seemed to take a running leap and threw himself under the leading coach. The train was  

 travelling at about eight miles an hour, and was pulled up in 43 feet. It was utterly impossible  

 for the driver to miss the man. 
 

 The driver of the train, William James Roberts of West Croydon, said, on seeing the soldier   

 about 20 feet away, he blew the whistle, and applied the brakes, but the man was too near for  

 the train to be pulled up in time. Deceased stepped over the near-side rail, and laid his head  

 on the off-side rail. 
 

 ...The Coroner said, from the evidence, there could be no doubt that the deceased took his   

 life, and that he must have been out of his mind at the time. The father said if he was it must  

 have been very sudden. The Coroner returned a verdict of “Suicide whilst temporarily insane.” 
  

 John is buried in the Mitcham (Church Road) Burial Ground and is commemorated on the 

 Mitcham War Memorial. 



 

Morden Road Station. 

 Tragically it was near this site that Private John Gladstone chose to end his life.  



  

 LANCE CORPORAL WILLIAM BANKS. 

 Born c,.1887, William was originally from Liverpool but little is known of his early life. 
 

 In late 1913 he married Catherine Reynolds in Ludlow Shropshire. The following November he  

 enlisted as a Private in the 6th Battalion, Shropshire Light Infantry and soon rose to the rank of   

 Lance-corporal. After training at Aldershot, he was billeted near Farnham before departing for  

 France in July 1915. During this time he formed a relationship with local girl, Edith Manning,  

 who was unaware that William was already married.. 
 

 On 29 October he came back to his family home in Wimbledon for a few days of leave. 

 His wife said goodbye to him at the local station on 5 November and he was due to return to  

 France that evening.  Catherine said that William seemed very depressed at the idea of  

 returning to the front, he described the fighting “like hell itself “ and complained about 

 insufficient food. 
 

 On taking leave of his wife, William made his way to Esher where Edith Manning was now  

 working. The couple  went for a walk and had supper together, before William left at 10.30pm.   

 He then travelled to Wimbledon Common where he committed suicide on 9 November. 
 

 During the local inquest on 11 November 1915, the coroner read a suicide note found in  

 William’s pocket,  dated 8 November. This clearly suggests that he had been suffering from  

 combat related trauma.  



  

 In his words: 
 

 I missed my train and have not gone back to the front. My head aches terribly and I don’t know  

 what I am doing. My nerves are gone, and I am afraid to go back for fear of making myself a  

 coward, so I am going to do the only thing left to me. I have found a cartridge in my pouch so I  

 am going to use it on myself, as it seems to me to be put there for that purpose. So good-bye,   

 dear, and try to think kindly of me -  what I am about to do, it is past my control. They should  

 not  have let me come home, for I am no coward. I should have done my best to have done  

 my duty, but I could not go back now or I should go mad for certain. Try and forget me.  

 Remember me to mother. I could not go through what I have again, my head would not stand  

 it, and I have no desire to live as I am fairly beat. So good-bye all. From a very bad soldier –  

 that is what I can never be. God bless you all. 
 

 Edward Pocock, of the garage, Wimbledon House, Parkside, spoke of finding the body soon  

 after hearing a gun fired at about 6.30 a.m. Going to the spot, he found the deceased lying  

 behind the bushes, unable to speak or move. Sergeant Elliott said … there was only a farthing  

 left on him. He had passes and several photos.  
 

 The Coroner said Miss Manning was not at all to blame and the jury returned a verdict of  

 “Suicide during temporary insanity.” 
 

 William is commemorated at Wimbledon Cemetery, Gap Road 



 

 

The grave of Lance Corporal William Banks, 

Gap Road Cemetery, Wimbledon. 


