THE TOLL OF WAR: SERGEANT CHARLES HUGHES
Cemetery Trail grave location H
The ‘war to end all wars’ was 17 years in the past (and the second global conflict little more than four years in the future) when Charles Hughes died in May 1935, yet he was surely as much a casualty of the First World War as the thousands of men who lost their lives in the trenches of Northern France and Belgium.
In 1917, 30-year-old Sergeant Hughes led a company of the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry in an attack on a German trench. They achieved their objective of capturing the position but, in response, the surviving enemy troops released a volley of mustard gas. Although Hughes and his comrades were equipped with gas masks, these proved insufficient to protect them against the poisonous fumes.
Like so many Castleford men who enlisted in response to Field Marshall Kitchener’s plea, Charles Hughes was working in the pit, as a coal-face hewer, before joining the army. He had not long been married to wife Rachel, with whom he would eventually have 10 children, and they were living in Regent Street. However, the effects of the gas on his health meant he was evidently unable to return to such a strenuous job after the war, since the 1921 census lists him as a self-employed coal carting agent.
Many years later, his grandson recalled: “I didn’t meet my grandad as he died in 1935, but I heard about him from my family and my grandmother, Rachel, who lived to the age of 78.  She died in 1969. Rachel lost two brothers in World War 1 and they are commemorated on the Lock Lane war memorial. My grandparents had 10 children and my dad, Roy, was the second youngest child: he was six years old when his father died.
“Apparently, my Grandad had a long lingering death and couldn’t work properly after the war. His hacking cough was often heard in the night by his family. He apparently said of his experience in the war that ‘It wasn’t much fun guarding corpses, so the rats didn’t eat them’.  At the time of his death his youngest child was three years old. My dad wore his father’s medals at the graveside whilst the last post was played and a volley of shots fired across the grave.”
The Battle of Ypres in 1915 saw gas first used as a weapon against allied forces, after which gas masks were introduced for troops. The commander of British Expeditionary Force, Sir John French, called the use of gas “a cynical and barbarous disregard of the well-known usages of civilised war”. Four months later, however, British forces themselves attacked the German trenches with gas, at the Battle of Loos. “Owing to the repeated use by the enemy of asphyxiating gases in their attacks on our positions, I have been compelled to resort to similar methods,” Sir John explained. There were commanders on both sides who felt uncomfortable about this new weapon, referring to it as dirty warfare.
Although only 3% of gas casualties proved immediately fatal, Charles Hughes was just one of hundreds of thousands of ex-soldiers who continued to suffer for years after the war. The physical effects of gas were agonising and it remained a pervasive psychological weapon. 
It is this particular horror of gas that is captured in Wilfred Owen’s poem Dulce et Decorum Est (‘it is sweet and fitting’), arguably the most widely read description of the horrors of war in the English language.
In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.
Based on research by Kathryn Stainburn with family recollections from John Hughes.
