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The Making of The Liverpool Pals

At the start of World War I a surge of patriotic fervour saw thousands of men 
volunteer for service in the armed forces, in Liverpool this was particularly 
strong with colleagues from the city’s offices and factories signing up 
together to form what became known as the Liverpool Pals.

The concept of tight knit volunteer battalions of men from local workplaces 
was led in Liverpool by Lord Derby who was nicknamed ‘England’s best 
recruiting sergeant’.

Within weeks of the announcement of war, Lord Derby, put forward the idea 
of a battalion drawn from the Liverpool business workforce, and even wrote 
to employers asking that they encourage their employees to enlist.

Volunteers were asked to turn up at The Kings Regiment Liverpool HQ in  
St Anne Street at 7.30pm on 28 August, 1914.

The sheer number of men who turned up overwhelmed the recruiting hall, 
and extra rooms had to be opened to deal with all the men who wanted to 
enlist, already there were enough to form more than one battalion.

Edward George Villiers Stanley, 17th Earl 
of Derby, KG, GCB, GCVO, TD, KStJ, PC, JP 
(4 April 1865 – 4 February 1948), styled Mr 
Edward Stanley until 1886, then The Hon 
Edward Stanley and finally Lord Stanley 
from 1893 to 1908, was a British soldier, 
Conservative politician, diplomat, and 
racehorse owner. He was twice Secretary 
of State for War and also served as British 
Ambassador to France



SHARING MEMORIES PROJECT

The Development of Liverpool Pals

Lord Derby mounted a platform and addressed the crowd, for the first time 
using the term ‘Pals’ to describe the new battalion “I am not going to make 
you a speech of heroics”, he said.

  You have given me your answer, and I can telegraph to Lord Kitchener 
tonight to say that our second battalion is formed.

Liverpool Pals on St George’s Plateau

  This should be a Battalion of Pals, a battalion in which friends from the 
same office will fight shoulder to shoulder for the honour of Britain and 
the credit of Liverpool.

  I don’t attempt to minimise to you the hardships you will suffer, the 
risks you will run.

  I don’t ask you to uphold Liverpool’s honour, it would be an insult to 
think that you could do anything but that.

  But I do thank you from the bottom of my heart for coming here tonight 
and showing what is the spirit of Liverpool, a spirit that ought to spread 
through every city and every town in the kingdom.
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On 31 August, 1914 recruits packed on to St George’s 
Plateau in Lime Street, the men were drawn from the 
major businesses and offices across the city from The 
Cotton Association and Corn Trade Association to The 
Cunard Line and Bank and Insurance offices.

By 5 September, just over a week after his original call 
to arms, Lord Derby had 3,000 men enlisted, enough for 
three battalions, by November there were four.

These troops were officially the 17th, 18th, 19th and 20th 
Service Battalions of the King’s, but known as the 1st, 2nd, 
3rd and 4th Pals.

The troops now had to be found accommodation and 
begin military training, initially this responsibility was to  
fall on the city of Liverpool.

Makeshift barracks were created at an old watch factory in 
Prescot, in tents on Hooton Racecourse, in homes near 
Sefton Park and ultimately in hastily constructed wooden 
huts in the grounds of Lord Derby’s Knowsley estate.

Liverpool Pals 
Cap Badge
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The initial training took place amid a lack of rifles and 
other equipment and in a preparation for the trench warfare 
that was to come, a great deal of time was spent digging 
trenches on Lord Derby’s land, this work in the depths of 
winter made a lasting impression on the troops, fifty years 
later at Pals reunion, the song called Derby’s Clay written 
to the tune of Moonlight Bay was still being sung.

By April 1915 the Pals had been formed in to the 89th 
Infantry Brigade and eventually the troops progressed on to 
training at Larkhill camp on Salisbury Plain, a traditional 
precursor to embarkation.

On 31 October, 1915, it was announced that the Pals would 
be leaving for France and in a letter to his brother Lord 
Derby gave his view on how the war could be won, “This 
war is only going to come to an end by killing Germans, 
and I am perfectly certain that at that game, the 89th 
Brigade will more than hold their own.”

Lord Derby addressed recruits on 28 August:

Members of The Liverpool Pals  
Parade at Knowsley Hall

Right.  
Kings Barracks  
Everton, Liverpool 

This should be a battalion of Pals, a battalion 
in which friends from the same office will 
fight shoulder to shoulder for the honour of 
Britain and the credit of Liverpool.
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The Pals would go on to fight in some of the most costly battles of 
World War I, taking part in the ‘big push’ at the Somme in 1916.

Almost 200 Liverpool Pals were killed going ‘over the top’ on  
1 July, 1916, over 300 more were wounded, captured or recorded  
as missing.

Of the four original Pals Battalions who sailed to France in 
November 1915, twenty per cent would be dead by 1919, if 
the figures of wounded and those transferred to other units are 
included the casualty figure is closer to seventy five per cent.

Private W B Owens, who would be killed in July 1916, wrote 
home as the troops departed summing up the feelings of many of 
the Liverpool Pals, “Well we’re away at last and ‘tho no one feels 
that it’s a solemn occasion to be in England for perhaps the last 
time, I think that the predominant feeling in every chap’s heart – 
in mine at any rate – is one of pride and great content at being 
chosen to fight and endure for our dear ones and the old country.”

Right.  
Plaque presented 
to The Mayor of 
Guillemont by The 
Right Worshipful 
The Lord Mayor of 
Liverpool Cllr Roz 
Gladden on behalf 
of The Citizens of 
Liverpool
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Lieutenant Nathan Neville Levene, 8th (Irish) Battalion, 
The King’s (Liverpool Regiment) 1914 – 1916

Lieutenant Nathan Levene enlisted in the Army following 
the outbreak of war in 1914. He was killed along with 
hundreds of others whilst attacking the Germans on the 
Somme in 1916.

He joined the Army after the outbreak of the Great War, 
‘joining up’ with the Territorial Force at the Drill Hall in 

Shaw Street, Liverpool. He was enlisted into the 8th (Irish) 
Battalion, The King’s (Liverpool Regiment), abbreviated 
as 8th KLR, and commissioned as Second Lieutenant 
on 17 November 1914. There were so many volunteers 
that those surplus to the establishment of the Liverpool 
Irish were formed into a 2nd Battalion, known as 2/8th 
Battalion, abbreviated as 2/8th KLR. Each Battalion had up 
to 1,000 soldiers and the junior officers each commanded 
Platoons of up to 50 soldiers.

Lieutenant Nathan Neville Levene

Gender:  
Male

Date of birth:  
1892

Place of birth:  
Blackpool

Date of death:  
8 August, 1916

Died in combat:  
Yes

Place of death:  
Somme

Cause of death:  
Killed in Action

Burial place: 
Thiepval Memorial 
(pictured left)
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The Fallen: Sec.-Lieut. N. N. Levene

Mr Lewis Levene, of 258 Hornby Road 
Blackpool has received a letter from Lieut.-Col 
E. Fagan informing him that his son, 2nd Lieut 
N.N. Levene, King’s Liverpool Regt. was killed 
in action on the 9th inst. The Colonel adds: 
“Your son was a good and plucky officer and 
I much regret his loss”. The deceased officer 
was by twenty-four years of age, and stood 6ft. 
2in high. Well known and highly appreciated 
throughout the Hebrew community in Blackpool, 
he was also very popular in his regiment. He 
received his commission in November 1914, 
when the battalion was billetted in Blackpool: 
and went to the front in December last. 

His brother, Dr Leon Levene, is the Medical 
Officer of a battalion of the Lancashire Fusiliers 
in France. As a friend of the late Lieut. Nat. 
Neville Levene of Blackpool, I wish to pay my 
tribute to his memory.

 By his death the Blackpool Jewish community 
has been deprived of its most popular and 
respected member of the younger generation. 
We all loved him for his amiable disposition 
and noble character. 

His active interests in the various local 
institutions was most useful to the Jewish life 
of Blackpool, both socially and intellectually. 
Following the example of his father and his 
late mother, he was strongly attached to the 
synagogue. The Benevolent Society benefited 
greatly by the good work he did on its behalf. 
He was keenly interested in the Literary Society, 
which used to appreciate his lectures and the 
lively part he took in debates. 

The Grand Order of Israel had in him a staunch 
member. Though quite young and possessed of 
ample means, he was no a seeker after pleasure 
for its own sake, but was rather inclined to the 
quieter pursuits of life, and divided his time 
between business and study, principally the 
latter. Lieut. Levene was unselfish and tactful, a 
personality and commanded the respect of the 
young and admiration of the old. The country’s 
call for men was soon responded to by the 
young Levene in 1914. He sacrificed his all for 
the country he loved. The idealist and scholar 
turned into a warrior and undaunted his gave 
his life to the cause which he believed was right 
and just.

After four months training, the original 8th (Irish) 
Battalion, now abbreviated as 1/8th KLR, deployed 
to France. The 2/8th KLR became responsible for 
sending replacements to the Battalion fighting  
in France. 

Nathan Levene was promoted temporary Lieutenant 
on 19 July 1915 and commanded a Draft which 
deployed to France on 3 December 1915. The 
Draft probably landed at Boulogne and moved to 
the area south of Arras to join 1/8th KLR. 

He relinquished the Temporary rank on 7 January 
1916 when he took command of a Rifle Platoon. 
The Battalion remained in reserve until 2 March 
when it took over front-line trenches in the 
Bretencourt sub-sector. There was little activity 
in the Line. Their time was alternated with four 
days out of the Line billeted in Monchiet and with 
preparations for a major offensive anticipated once 
the ground had dried out.
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On 1 April he was in the Line west of the Blairville and Ficheux 
sector. He did not know, but he was promoted back to Temporary 
Lieutenant that day but such was the pressure on the Military 
Secretary’s Staff that his promotion was not announced until  
1 September, some weeks after his death. 

The chain of command did not like the front line to be quiet and 
in order to maintain the soldiers’ “offensive spirit” battalions were 
ordered to mount raids on enemy positions. All junior Officers 
carried out either patrols or raids across ‘No-Man’s Land’. 

On the whole the raids achieved little, inflicted few casualties 
on the enemy and were often costly in casualties. They were far 
more popular with Staff Officers than with Infantrymen.

The Liverpool Irish were ordered to carry out a raid and on 3rd April 
three officers and 43 soldiers were selected and trained for a week 
out of the line at Bretencourt. 

On 10 April the Liverpool Irish went back into the Line and began 
recces for the operation. One new innovation was that the raiders 
blackened their faces, not for camouflage but as a form of tactical 
recognition. A black face represented a friend.
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The final phase of preparations for the raid began late on 16 April 
when 2nd Lieutenant Paul Limrick led a patrol across 500 yards of 
No-Man’s Land to begin cutting through the enemy wire obstacles. 
They spotted a German patrol in the same area and had to lie still for 
an hour until the enemy moved away.

At the same time, 2nd Lieutenant Felix Baxter led his party, which 
became known as the ‘Forty Thieves’, out to lay white tape to mark the 
route to the objective. Captain James Mahon with the command group 
laid telephone wires out towards the enemy in order that he would have 
the means to be able to call for artillery support if necessary.

At 0200 the cutting party sent word back that the wire entanglements 
were so thick that it was not possible to complete the task. 2nd 
Lieutenant Baxter immediately went forward to assist and by 0325 
they had cut through all but the last two rows of wire and some low 
wire entanglements. “This wire cutting was in itself an extraordinary 
performance, demanding considerable coolness and considerable 
nerve. Once a bell fell from the German wire and made a rattling 
noise, but fortunately occasioned no alarm in the enemy’s trenches.

Lieutenant Edward Felix Baxter, V.C. 
8th Battalion, The King’s (Liverpool Regiment)

Date of death:  
18 April, 1916 (30)

Burial place:  
Fillievres British Cemetery

Deeds of Valour were performed by the thousand by the brave heroes who fought under 
the colours of the King’s (Liverpool Regiment), but the Irish Battalion of our local regiment 
will always treasure with affection the memory of Lieutenant Edward Felix Baxter, who will 
be ever remembered as Liverpool’s first V.C. 

The gaining of that distinction cost him his life, and that he never knew the honour he had 
conferred upon the city adds to the tragedy of his fate.
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By 0345 the patrols were back in. At midnight a patrol 
returned to the wire and confirmed that the gaps had not been 
repaired. Captain Mahon and 2nd Lieutenant Limrick with two 
NCOs then got to work to cut through the last two rows of wire. 

The job was completed at 0210 and 2nd Lieutenant Baxter 
with 23 soldiers silently crossed through and into the German 
trench. At 0225 the artillery began a barrage against the 
German support line.

The storming party cut the telephone wire in the enemy  
trench and killed the eight Germans on stag. 

They then threw bombs down into three deep dug-outs. They 
could not get down into the shelters which were 12 to 15 feet 
deep as they only had 6 foot ladders with them. As there was 
no more mischief to be done, 2nd Lieutenant Baxter ordered 
the men back. He waited on the parapet and assisted the last 
Kingsman out and the patrol retired back to the British trench.

Below. Liverpool Veterans HQ and Liverpool City Council at 
the memorial service held at Guillemont France 12 August

Our machine guns kept up a continuous 
indirect fire to drown as far as possible the 
noise of the wire cutters. As a precaution, 
however, artillery officers were present in 
the Battalion fire trench to support the wire 
cutting party.
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It had been a thoroughly successful operation and a 
number of the raiders had returned with helmets and 
weapons as souvenirs. At the Roll Call the only absentee 
was 2nd Lieutenant Baxter. 

2nd Lieutenant Limrick took out a search party but 
could find no trace of 2nd Lieutenant Baxter and he was 
subsequently reported as Missing. He was the only British 
casualty. Information was received three days later from a 
prisoner that the German’s had suffered 57 casualties and 
that they had also buried the body of a British officer. This 
was assumed to be 2nd Lieutenant Baxter. 

The raid had achieved everything that the chain of command 
expected and on 26 September 1916 it was announced that 
2nd Lieutenant Baxter had been posthumously awarded the 
Victoria Cross. 

Sadly by that time 1/8th KLR had been destroyed and there 
was no one left to remember him.

Below. Captain James Mahon, Lieutenant 
Colonel Edward Fagan and 2nd Lieutenant  
Paul Limrick with the ‘40 Thieves’ after their return 
from the successful raid against the German 
trench on 18 April, 1916. 

At the time Lieutenant Felix Baxter was ‘Missing’ 
but would later be confirmed dead and was 
posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross.
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At 1830 on 18 April 1/8th KLR was relieved in the trenches and 
marched back to Monchiet. “For the remainder of April little  
more than ordinary interest took place along the divisional front. 

May apparently was a quiet month, with the exception of much 
work on the defences and occasional heavy shelling.

June brought with it greatly improved activity all along the front from 
the Somme to Ypres. Preparations for the great offensive were nearing 
completion and it was essential to keep the enemy’s troops busy on 
their front and to ascertain their strength and dispositions. 

Raids and gas discharges were frequent, while the guns seemed 
hardly ever silent, and towards the end of the month the whole 
line was continually wreathed in smoke from bursting shells. 

With the exception of patrol work and the usual round of trench 
warfare, little happened along the divisional front requiring special 
mention until towards the end of the month, where everywhere 
along the whole battlefront extraordinary activity took place. 

For on the 28 June no less than six raiding parties crossed  
“No Man’s Land” in broad daylight and raided the enemy’s 
trenches.” 1/8th KLR did not send over a raiding party.
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The first of the great Battles of the Somme, 1916, the Battle of 
Albert, officially began with the Infantry attack on 1 July against 
the German positions at Guillemont. On that day the British 
Army suffered over 58,000 casualties.

1/8th KLR had not yet been committed to the battle. The 
Battalion moved from the Ficheux-Blairville-Beaumetz area 
down to the Somme during the fourth week of July. 

The Battalion arrived at Meaulte on the 25 July and marched  
to Happy Valley on the 27 July. 

What is going on is absolutely glorious! The dirty 
Bosche has been pounded to Hell… All through the 
day and night there is nothing but the roar of guns 
and the enemy practically do not answer… 

A more magnificent sight you could not possibly 
imagine than to see all those guns [there were over 
1,500] firing on our side and showing the Bosche at 
last that we mean to be supreme and are going to 
crush him.
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At 2000 30 August the Battalion paraded and marched up to 
the trenches east of Trônes. 

The relief was completed by 0800, 31 August with one soldier 
killed and two officers and 16 soldiers wounded. 

In front of their trench were the German positions across 
Guillemont with the ground in-between strewn with the bodies 
of hundreds of soldiers of other Battalions of The King’s 
Regiment who had been killed on 1 July, and during a second 
failed attack on 30 July.

On 1 August, during their first day of ‘routine in defence’  
the Battalion lost six soldiers killed and four Officers and  
35 soldiers wounded to enemy artillery fire.

At the same time, observers saw the enemy moving forward 
to occupy a crest which dominated the right of the Battalion 
trench near Arrow Head Copse. The right Company was 
ordered to establish a post there first.



Captain Ward with Lieutenant Duncan’s Platoon  
of 24 soldiers left the trench at 1800 and…

  about twenty Germans immediately bolted down the sunken 
road towards Guillemont and were disposed of by a machine 
gun in Arrow Head Copse.

  About sixty or seventy Germans advanced from a trench in front 
of the Battalion on the right of 1/8th KLR in order to attack the 
platoon. Other Germans came out of shell-holes and cover 
on the Battalion’s side and the enemy’s side of the crest. The 
Platoon lined the bank along the roadside, and firing steadily, 
took heavy toll of the Germans. 

  The 1/8th trench mortars then opened fire most opportunely, 
and finally the enemy broke and ran, pursued by Lewis-gun 
and machine-gun fire; about fifty or sixty of the enemy were 
shot down… As soon as the Germans retired Captain Ward 
established himself on the sunken road and his men got to 
work and very soon had connected up a shallow trench with the 
British front line trench…

This successful action, following on from the successful  
raid gave the Battalion bags of confidence.
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1/8th KLR were relieved on the morning of 3 August and 
retired to support trenches at the Bricqueterie, having suffered 
15 casualties during the night when a ration party was shelled.

On the night of 4/5 August 1/8th KLR was relived and moved 
out of the line to Bronfay Farm. The following night the 
Battalion returned to the front line trench south-east of Trônes 
Wood; one Officer being wounded.

It had become the norm for Officers not to warn soldiers of the 
date or time for an attack “in order that they did not fret”. At 
midnight 7 August, XIII Corps artillery opened fire. This was a 
major bombardment and continued until 0420. Immediately, 
Stokes mortars engaged the strong points at Machine-gun 
House and ZZ trench; a tactic designed to catch the enemy as 
they manned the positions after the artillery ceased fire.

The Kingsmen were all standing-to and as the Officers 
blew their whistles four Companies of 1/8th KLR, with three 
Companies of the 1st Battalion (1 KLR) on their left, advanced 
through the early morning mist and smoke over the remains of 
the German front line trench and into Guillemont.



Nothing more was heard of the 1/8th Battalion. The 
Commanding Officer, who was forbidden to accompany  
the assaulting companies, reported to his Brigade HQ at 
0825 that

  Have no information from my Battalion and unable 
to report situation. Can see my men with my glasses 
manoeuvring on north-west crest of village. 

Next morning the Battalion reported a casualty list of 5 
Officers and 10 soldiers killed, 8 Officers and 47 soldiers 
wounded and 502 soldiers missing. The Liverpool Irish had 
ceased to exist.

On their flank, the subaltern commanding the survivors of 
1st KLR, both the Commanding Officer and Second -in-
Command having been killed, reported that his strength was 
reduced to 180 all ranks.
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Below. The Lord Mayor of Liverpool Cllr Roz 
Gladden with Cllr Roy Gladden Veterans HQ 
Director presenting to The Mayor of Guilliemont 
with a Plaque of remembrance from The People 
of Liverpool.

In due course the official report described that…

 As soon as they had got into the village it appears that the 
enemy came up out of the ground below them and cut them off 
entirely by means of machine guns. 

This is practically what happened on the previous attack on 
Guillemont on 30th July, and it is possible that the village is an 
underground warren of passages in which the garrison is immune 
from shellfire, and from which they can emerge with their machine-
guns after attacking infantry has passed over.”

Despite the heavy casualty list it was impossible to leave the 
situation as it was then, for those Officers and Men of the 1st and 
1/8th Battalions isolated in Guillemont might still be holding out, 
waiting to be reinforced, or for their comrades to fight their way 
through and relieve them. 

At 2030 that night fresh operation orders were issued to continue 
the attack at 0420 on 9 August. 

The attacks again failed.  



SHARING MEMORIES PROJECT

After the war it was possible to confirm that on the 8 August 
The King’s Regiment had lost 301 men killed and a further  
143 on 9 August. 

In all the Regiment lost 2,313 men killed in the fighting 
around Guillemont in July and August 1916. 

As a postscript, the promotion of Nathan Neville Levene to 
Lieutenant was Gazetted posthumously on 1 September 1916 
and amended on 19 September to note that he was officially 
Missing and not dead. 

However he was subsequently declared to have died on 8 
August 1916 and he has no known grave. 

However, it is quite possible that he lies in a grave “Known 
unto God” in Guillemont Road Cemetery.

Following the end of the war, he was posthumously awarded 
two medals, the British War Medal and the Victory Medal 
which were posted in 1922 to258 Hornby Road, Blackpool, 
quite close to Blackpool Tower.

Wreath Laid in memory of Liverpool 
Fallen by Member of Veterans HQ
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