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A L e tte r  f r o m  India
con tribu ted P etter BurviHef

This is a tran sc rip t of a le tte r passed on to  
me, as th e  Old P harosians’ Society A rchi­
v ist, by John  H  T urnpenny  Esq. of Dover. 
The le tte r was sent to  his m other Miss Lily 
Valentine Vass by Geoffrey Coombs.
As ex-pupils of the  Dover C ounty School 
they  are bo th  Old P harosians. T h a t is 4old 
boys’ of w hat is now th e  Dover G ram m ar 
School for Boys. L ily  was a t th e  School 
from  1905 to  1912 and was aw arded a BA 
degree by Bedford College, London U niver­
sity, in 1915. Geoffrey was a t the  School 
from  1908 to  1912. A fter nearly  six years 
w ar service, in the  E ast, Geoffrey was dis­
charged during 1918 from  the  In d ian  A rm y 
as a 2nd L ieutenant. In  1923 he was aw arded 
a BA degree by Liverpool University.
The Pharos, referred to  on page 2 of the 
letter, was the  School m agazine w hich was

published for m any  decades, b u t sadly no 
longer. The 4cheels’ referred to  on page 4, 
are th e  b irds of p rey  also called p a ria h  
kites. Mr. Tom linson (page 6) was a m a th ­
em atics teacher a t the  School. HMS N ata l 
(page 6) suffered a m agazine explosion on 
H ogm anay 1915 in the  C rom arty  F irth  and 
over 300 lives were lost. According to  the  
J a n u a r y  1998 re c o lle c tio n s  o f  M rs. 
Turnpenny, 4The Well’ (see page 8) was a 
1st floor classroom, in the  Ladywell bu ild ­
ing, referred to  as such because one stepped 
down in to  it.
The le tte r  is w ritten  on headed paper of 
the  l-4 th  The Buffs (E. K. R.). The origi­
nal was offered to  the  Buffs M useum b u t 
they  did no t respond. A copy is lodged in 
th e  Old P h a ro s ian s’ archives, w hilst th e  
orig inal has been  deposited  in  th e  E a s t

K ent Archive Centre a t W hitfield.
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L/cpl G. Coombs
No 2275
“D ” Com pany
1- 4 th  The Buffs (E. K. R.).
B areilly  
Ind ia  21/3/1916 
D ear Lily,
I t  is a m a tte r  of considerable difficulty  to  sit down afte r so m any m onths to  pen a 
missive to  you. I t  is no t the  lack of news or item s of in terest w hich m ake th is d ifficulty  
bu t ra th e r  the  m ethod of procedure. You to ld  me w hen last I saw you in Dover th a t  I 
was to  w rite to  you occasionally, b u t I often th in k  th a t  you have forgotten  m y existence 
and will resent me w riting  in the  fam iliar tone w hich the  com m encem ent of th is  le tte r 
seems to  indicate. W hat m akes me th in k  th is  so likely to  be the  case is th a t  I have 
already w ritten  to  you, ju s t twelve m onths ago. I w onder if you ever received th a t  
letter. I should like first of all to  offer my congratu lations on the  success you ob tained



in your B. A. exam ination . You see your fam e has spread even 
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to  th is out-of-the-w ay spot. A friend sent me a copy of the  Pharos w herein I read of 
your success. Of necessity th is  le tte r m ust be m ainly  of m yself and m y doings and 
w hat little  I have to  say m ay be of in te rest to  you b u t if no t, it will come in  the  w ay of 
a diversion afte r your labours.
A fter an  uneventfu l voyage we arrived a t Mhow on D ecem ber 4 th  1914. How long ago 
th a t  seems. H ere we stayed 8 m onths. As soon as the  novelty of the  strange people & 
scenes had  w orn away, we becam e w holly m iserable, p a r tly  perhaps due to  hom e 
sickness b u t m ainly due to  the  restrictions and hard  conditions of garrison duty. All 
my pre-form ed notions of the  m ystic E as t were soon dispelled w hen I saw th e  filth  of 
the  bazars, th e  indescribable squalor am ong the  native hab ita tions, the  filthy  
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hab its  of the  people, the  servitude of the  wom en and th e  general stench w hich seems to  
a ttac h  to  all the  natives and the ir ways. Mhow is a second class hill s ta tio n  in  the  Indore 
state . I t  is situa ted  abou t tw o thousand  feet above sea level & for miles around  the  
volcanic n a tu re  of the  ea rth  is so prevalen t th a t  only here & there  is th e  ground cu lti­
vated  & p lan ted  w ith  w heat & co tton , a very  p re tty  w ater fall w ith  the  m usical nam e of 
Pate l P an i (Falling w ater), is the  only place of in te rest w orth  visiting. I did v isit the  
ancient, un inhab ited  city  of M andu, where stands one of th e  finest exam ples of Af­
ghan arch itectu re ex ta n t in Ind ia. P ath s have been cu t th rough  th e  jungle to  all the  
buildings. A t the  end of Ju ly  we left Ind ia  for active service a t Aden. I canno t tell you 
m uch of the  operations there  as our le tte rs are still p artia lly  censored.
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We w ent in to  action on tw o occasions only, sustain ing a few casualties, b u t as the  
General said we fought in a w aterless desert under th e  m ost try in g  conditions found 
in any p a r t of the  globe. We m arched in places up to  our knees in sand w ith  the  
tem peratu re  over 120’ in the  shade. There was no grow th of any kind bar shrub  and I 
m arvel to  th is day how I arrived back  in the  trenches alive afte r walking m ore th a n
20 miles w ith  practically  no rest. On th e  second occasion we were shelled for over 7 
hours while lying in the  open desert. We did garrison w ork in Aden as well. Aden 
itself is easily described being th e  resu lt of a volcanic erup tion . The rocks rise to  a 
highest po in t of 1900 feet, and  are absolutely  destitude (sic) of any th ing  b u t the  
scantiest vestige of vegetation. O nly sea birds and cheels 
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dom inate the  air. The sea surrounds Aden on th ree sides and provides em ploym ent 
for hundreds of fisherm en. Sharks infest the  w aters so th a t  very little  ba th ing  can be 
indulged in. Conditions were such th a t  we spent on the  average th ree  n igh ts a week 
lying on the  h a rd  rock or sand. Those of us who were in the  trenches were b e tte r off 
as we could sleep m ost n ights on native beds (charpoys) to  the  rear of the  en trench ­
m ents. A fter th is  you can guess we were glad w hen we heard  we were going to  Ind ia 
for a rest. So here we are again. Basically rem inds me of W aldershire Park. English
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flowers grow in the  G ardens and these, toge ther w ith  In d ian  flora, rem ind me of Old 
E ngland m ore th a n  any th ing  I have m et. The w hite population  here is no t large b u t 
very  d is tan t to  a Tommy.
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1 have only spoken to  tw o w hite ladies since I left E ngland. D oubtless by now you are 
fed up w ith  the  “ I ” , “ I ” , 44I ” of th is missive. I should very m uch like to  hear from  
you & learn  of your doings, p as t and fu ture , I have w ritten  to  Mr. Tomlinson m onths 
ago & have had  no reply. I begin to  th in k  th a t  I have done som ething wrong. I 
suppose I ought to  have been killed or seriously in jured  by now & th a t  m ay be the 
cause of the  trouble. On Ja n u a ry  1st of th is  year m y b ro ther lost his life on the 
occasion of the  destruc tion  of the  4N a ta l’ by 44in te rnal explosion” while in harbour. I 
have ano ther b ro ther a t sea besides m y Dad. I f  you look upon the  m ap you will find 
th a t  Bareilly is in the  U nited  Provinces, some few miles to 
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the  east of Delhi. The hea t is very  oppressive here in the  sum m er which necessitates 
the  sick going to  the  H ill sta tion , R aniklet. So far I have enjoyed the  best of hea lth  
and am  one of the  few m en in the  b a tta lio n  who has escaped infection. M alaria is a 
very  com m on fever & few have missed catching it. I hope shortly  to  go away on leave 
and shall of course v isit the  Taj M ahal a t A gra & the  historic sights of Lucknow, 
Cawnpore & Delhi. There were no B ritish  Troops in Bareilly w hen the  m utiny  broke 
out. The native troops revolted & m urdered m any of the  E uropeans residing here.
The Church contains in teresting  m em orials to  m any of th e  fallen. I t  is no use be­
m oaning one’s fate b u t a t tim es we do get h eartily  fed up w ith  life. A fter parade 
hours we have no th ing  to  do & no where to  go. We have to
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m ake our own am usem ents & the  hours betw een nightfall & “ lights o u t” are th e  m ost 
m iserable of all. I do no t believe we shall go hom e before the  end of the  w ar and we 
p ray  w ith  thousands of o thers th a t  the  end m ay be soon. I do no t th in k  I shall ever 
settle down to the  hum -drum  of the  life I led before the  war. The old m anner of 
th ings does no t appeal to  me a t all. I hope you get th is  le tte r b u t even as I w rite I feel 
th a t  th is missive m ay go as tray  as the  last did. I have heard  from  W. G. S tu a rt 
M orris. You rem em ber him  of course. H e has been in F rance m any m onths, & when 
last I heard  was a t Boulogne. I often th in k  of the  old days in The Well and wish I 
were sitting  w ith  you. I w hiling away the  tim e looking a t the  p ictures, you sw otting 
a t - all sorts of things.
Yours Very Sincerely 
Geoffrey Coombs
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