Albert Edward Harris 
1882 - 1945
Albert Edward Harris was born on 3rd October 1882, in Leicester. He was the fourth of sixteen children born to James and Annie Harris, though 3 died in infancy. The family lived at 104 Wheat Street, in The St. Margaret’s area of Leicester, and James Harris worked as a Framework Knitter. By 1885 they had moved to 7 Lead Street (in the same area) where James started up his own business as a Fruiterer.  The St. Margaret’s area was at that time very run down and overcrowded with back to back terraced houses where poverty and disease were common.
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Lead Street - Leicester

When Albert Harris left school in about 1896, he found employment in one of the many shoe factories. 

On the 29th June 1898, he enlisted, in Leicester, with The Rifle Brigade (Prince Consorts Own) – service no. 5981. 
Although he was only 15 years old at the time, he gave his age as 18. His description was recorded as - 5ft 7½ins tall, 111 lb (8 Stone), with a fair complexion, grey eyes and light brown hair. On the 30th June, he joined his regiment at Gosport, Hampshire to begin his training. 
On the 18th October 1898, he was posted to Dublin, Ireland (under British rule), where on the 22nd November, he was admitted to the military hospital with rheumatic type symptoms and skin lesions. A diagnosis of Syphilis was made – not at all uncommon amongst young soldiers at that time, and was started on treatment.  (The standard treatment, then, was to administer toxic Mercury and inoculate the patient with malaria to raise the body temperature and kill the syphilis!) He was finally discharged on 5th June 1899 pronounced ‘Fit for active service’.
On 15th September 1899, in Dublin, he went absent without leave from Midnight until 10.45am the next day, and was punished by losing 1 days pay and 8 days confined to barracks. Maybe, he just wanted to enjoy a bit of freedom! because 4 days later, on the 20th September he was put on the SS Jelunga at Southampton, bound for South Africa where The 2nd  Anglo-Boer War was about to start. The ship went via Crete to pick up the rest of the Albert’s battalion (2nd Battalion, rifle brigade), then through the Suez Canal, reaching Durban on 26th October 1899. From there they were put on a train to Maritzburgh, just south of the town of Ladysmith where The British Garrison was under siege by the Boers.
On the 10th December 1899, Albert’s battalion took part in a night time raid, under darkness. Their task was to climb silently to the top of Surprise Hill, just outside of Ladysmith, and destroy a large gun (Howitzer) that the Boers had caused so much devastation with.  They were ordered to ‘fix bayonets’ – any sound of gun fire would have alerted the enemy. As they reached the top they were suddenly met by the Boers who had gathered in force. The following is an extract from a letter written home by a fellow 2nd battalion rifleman.
‘‘Our men fought splendidly, they drove the bayonets through them and cleared the hill, the noise and cries was fearful. During this time we blew up their big gun, and then it was perfect hell. The Boers came round on both sides and fired into us. Men and Officers wounded on all sides, poor fellows, we never knew when our last moment was. There was no time for thought but to act at once and fight our way through at the point of the sword, bullets were flying like a hail storm at this time. My Captain was shot in three places, he shouted for me to form up my men and get the wounded inside, which we did, during that time men were shot each side of me, you can fancy what it must have been for us. I carried a poor fellow named Dacres of ‘C Coy’ for a time on my back. He was shot through the breast and leg, but he begged me to stop and die where he was. After this we made for our entrenchments which, thank God we arrived in safely after five hours hard fighting.’’ 
General Redvers Bullers, remarked ‘The honours of the assault belong to The Rifle Brigade who never wavered’
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The Rifle Brigade lost 3 Officers and 21 riflemen, who were killed or died later from wounds.  A further 7 Officers and 63 men were wounded.  Albert Harris was one of those seriously wounded. He evidently recovered enough to return to active service, taking part in several more battles during the war.
The 2nd Battalion eventually arrived at the British Garrison at Lydenburgh for a well earned rest.
 Whilst there, Albert, on 16th Sept.1900 was given punishment of 10 days confined to barracks for ‘carelessness with his rifle when changing magazines.’ On the 20th Sept., whilst confined to barracks, he was punished again for ‘making an improper remark’ and given 72 hours imprisonment on half rations, plus confined to barracks for 14 days. Military discipline was often severe and brutal, the aim, to break the individuality of the soldier and mould them into a group that would carry out orders unquestioningly.
Conditions for the soldiers were very bad. They lived on bread and horsemeat with a small amount of dirty water. Men died daily from illness, mainly Typhoid. (22,000 British soldiers died during the Boer war of which 35% died in battle and 65% died from disease.)
The war ended in May 1902, And Albert was awarded 2 medals – ‘The Queens South Africa medal’ and ‘The Kings South Africa medal’, plus 3 battle clasps for ‘The defence of Ladysmith’, the battle of Laing’s Nek and The battle of Belfast (or Bergandal as it later became known). He was then posted on the 25th September 1902 to Cairo, Egypt, (at the time under British Occupation) .On 14th October 1902 he was awarded his 1st good conduct badge.
Albert transferred to The Military Foot Police – service No: 695 on 26th January 1903, in Cairo, and was automatically appointed  the rank of Lance Corporal. On the 4th June 1903, he extended his service to complete 12 years with the colours.
 He then attended the Army School in Cairo, gaining 1st class certificates in English, Arithmetic, History and Geography, and was granted his 2nd good conduct badge on 29th June 1904.
He arrived back to the U.K. on 1st February 1905, and would have been based at one of the Army Camps in Hampshire, close to Aldershot H/Q
Sometime during the next two years, Albert met a young local girl by the name of Ada Jane Witcher, born 1888 in Thruxton, nr, Andover, Hampshire. She lived then, in Andover - close to the Army Camps, with her Mother (Mary) a Launderess, her Step- Father (Alfred Willoughby) a labourer at the Gasworks and her siblings. - Her Father, George Witcher, a Carter, had died in 1897.
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Bulford Camp - 1910

On 8th June 1907, Albert and Ada married at Salisbury Register Office. (Salisbury in Wiltshire is just a few miles south of The Army camps).  This marriage appears to have been done secretly- (Ada would have been about four months pregnant at the time). Albert gave his profession as ‘Shoemaker’- he would have needed permission from his Senior Army Officer! Ada gave her age as 22 years – she was actually 19 years and would have needed parental consent!
It can only be surmised that Albert then confessed, or that they were found out, because four weeks later, on the 8th July they were married at St. Paul’s Church, Fisherton Anger, nr. Salisbury, after banns were read for three weeks. This time Albert’s profession was recorded as ‘Soldier’, though Ada still gave her age as 22 years. Albert, at both marriages gave his age as 27 years (the age recorded on his service records) though he was in fact 24 years old.
Four days later, on 12th July, Albert, along with his new wife was sent to Victoria Barracks in Cork, Ireland.  There is no indication in his service records as to why he was sent to Cork, but it would not have been thought of as appropriate for it to be known that a member of the Military Police, who’s job involved keeping the young soldiers in line and not going astray, got a young local girl pregnant and had a shotgun marriage! – so perhaps they were sent where Albert was not known?
It was in Cork, on 8th November 1907 that Ada gave birth to twins – Annie Jane and Albert James.

They eventually came back to the Army Base near Aldershot and were given married quarters at Bulford Camp.
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Married Quarters – Bulford Camp

On 9th August 1909, Albert engaged to complete 21 years service, and on 1st December 1909, he was promoted to Corporal.

Their next child, George was born on 3rd October 1910, at Bulford Camp.

On 3rd December 1912, Albert was promoted to Sergeant.

In October 1912, The Balkan war against the Turks had begun, causing growing hostility in Europe. Albert was posted to Portsmouth, on the 23rd May 1913, (in readiness?)
On 28th June 1914 Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria was assassinated, resulting in more countries joining the conflict. Germany refused to resolve the dispute in Europe peacefully, declaring war on France on 3rd August 1914 – that day, Albert Harris had a medical and was pronounced fit for active service. The next day - 4th August 1914, Britain had no choice (bound by The 1839 Treaty of London) but to declare war on Germany and on 9th August 1914, Albert embarked to France with the British Expeditionary Force.
He was stationed on The Lines of Communication at Rouen, France. Rouen was the major Port for all traffic and supplies during the war – food, equipment, ammunition, medical supplies, horses and troops. It was also the site of the main military hospitals.
The Lines of Communication were responsible for managing the various types of communication to and from the front line and back to The U.K. These included semaphores, lamps, telegraphy, and later, wireless technology and telephones. Albert would have been responsible for traffic control as well as manning the Battle Stops or Stragglers posts as they became known, where he would re direct ‘strays’ back to their battalion, direct runners and messengers, assist the walking wounded to casualty posts and take over control of German P.O.W’s.
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The Port at Rouen

As a Military Policeman he would, of course also have had to deal with any crime or disarray among the British Soldiers such as fighting, petty theft etc. arresting those that committed a criminal offence. The Military Police (or Redcaps, as they were often referred as) proved indispensable if order rather than chaos was to reign in the battlefield.

 Much has been written about deserters who suffered death by firing squad during W.W.1. It was the Military Police’s duty to apprehend deserters and hold them until passing them over for trial and sentencing by Court Marshall. About 3 thousand sentences of death were passed by Court Marshall, of which 346 were carried out. Most were for desertion, others for murder, mutiny, casting away arms or similar, and many were re-offenders. It was The Assistant to the Court Marshall and his men who had the grim duty of supervising the executions, with a firing squad made up of ordinary soldiers – many of which were recovering from battle wounds, but strong enough to fire a rifle.
On 4th June 1915, Albert was promoted to Acting Colour Sergeant Major and on 5th November 1915 awarded 1st class Warrant Officer.

Albert remained stationed at Rouen until the end of 1916, though he was granted 1 weeks leave to The U.K. a couple of times.

On 19th February 1917, he was dispatched to ‘The Field’ – the front line. The work undertaken by The Military Police was not all carried out behind the line and sometimes they came under heavy fire. 375 Military Police were killed in action during W.W.1.
On 1st April 1917, Albert was awarded The Long Service and Good Conduct Medal. That month The Americans declared war on Germany due to German submarine attacks on U.S. merchant and passenger ships, and started to send large numbers of troops to France.

On 27th May 1918, Albert was sent to Amiens on the Western Front, with the 4th Army. 
The battle of Amiens took place on 8th August 1918 and was to be one of the first major battles using armoured warfare involving tanks and aircraft, marking the end of trench warfare. It was a massive co-ordinated attack by all the allied countries, and the biggest concentration of fire during W.W.1 The battle was the opening phase of the allied offensive, later known as the 100 days offensive that ultimately led to the end of the war. Allied forces advanced 7 miles that day with The 4th Army playing a decisive role. There were many, many thousands of casualties on both sides, and the field hospital had to deal with thousands of British, and Germans wounded. 16 Thousand German soldiers surrendered that day – Albert would have had his work cut out!
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Battle of Amiens – 8th August 1918

The Allied Forces continued to make progress until The Armistice was signed on 11th November 1918
On the 18th January 1919, Albert was awarded The Meritorious Service Medal, and was mentioned in The London Gazette. He was also mentioned in despatches with the citation ‘Devotion to duty. 
Albert stayed in France with The 4th Area Employment Co. (formerly The Labour Corps), who would have been responsible for salvage works, grave and burial registration and as P.O.W. Guards. The Treaty of Versailles was signed on 28th June 1919, formally ending the war.
 Albert was demobilised back to The U.K. on 25th July 1919 and resided with his family in Anton Terrace, Andover. He was then transferred, on 23rd August 1919 to Class Z Army Reserve and given a pension of 21 pence a day for life – (12 shillings and thrupence a week – worth about £200.00 by 2014 Values). He was finally discharged on 1st October 1919, after completing 21 years army service. Albert with his wife and children returned to his home town of Leicester, giving his forwarding address as 54, Benford Street.
Eventually he was posted The 1914 Star British War Medal for service in France. In all, he was awarded 5 medals, 3 battle clasps and 2 badges.
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In 1920, Albert and Ada had a son, Edward, and in 1924, their youngest child, a daughter, Pauline Peggy.

The family, at some time moved to 30, Havelock Street, Leicester and Albert worked as a Dispatch Clerk for an engineering company. Albert’s parents were still fruiters in Lead Street, which is were they lived until their deaths – James Harris in 1940 aged 85 years, and Annie Harris in 1943 aged 84 years.
On the 18th March 1945 (7 weeks before V.E.day), Albert Edward Harris died, aged 62 years at The Leicester Royal Infirmary. The cause of death was recorded as:-
 (1) Generalised Peritonitis, (2) Perforated Duodenal Ulcer. His widow, Ada died in 1973, Leicester, aged 85 years.
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