
 
 

Second Lieutenant Frederick Bertram Key  (1889 – 1916) 

8th Battalion, Royal Warwickshire Regiment. 

‘The fury whizzing in dozens down 

The clattering rafters, clods calcined 

The blood in the flints and the trackway brown 

I see I am clothed and in my right mind’. 

Verse from ‘Come on My Lucky Lads’, September 3
rd

 1916, on the Somme, written by Edmund Blunden. 

 

The name F B Key on the panels of the Thiepval Memorial  

Frederick Bertram Key came to Batley Grammar School in the autumn term of 1898. He did 

not stay long for the 1901 census shows him living in Lichfield and attending Lichfield 

Grammar School. He was born in Sheffield on November 9th 1888 to Frederick and Edith 

Key who had married in 1885.  The family had moved to Lichfield by 1901 when the father 

was made manager of the gas works there, when Frederick was twelve years old.  In the 1911 

census they lived at the same address as in 1901, in Queen Street, Lichfield, and Frederick 

Key was himself shown as a clerk in the gas works – the third generation of his family to 

work in this industry.  At school he had proved to be a good cricketer and had played for a 



 
 

local club. He had also been a Sunday school teacher. He is listed in Wisden’s Almanac as a 

club cricketer who died in the Great War. 

Frederick enlisted in the 8th Battalion of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment in 1914. He 

joined as a private and went to France on March 22nd 1915. His attestation papers were 

signed at Aston Barracks, Birmingham, on September 4th 1914, thus showing his eagerness to 

get involved in the war, which was a mere month old by that time. 

Frederick Key was noted as being of apparent age 25 years old by the recruiting officer and 

was listed as being 5’8” tall, with ‘OK vision’ and ‘...good physical development’. A year 

later Frederick was a Lance Corporal, promoted on August 7th 1915 and by April 1916 he 

was a lance sergeant, clearly on his way up the ranks. 

He must have shown promise for he was then given a commission on April 29th 1916 – the 

early losses of public school subalterns in the battles of 1915 had created a shortage of 

officers. 

By the early months of 1916 Frederick Key was with his 8th Warwickshires preparing for the 

forthcoming Battle of the Somme. This was originally planned for the end of June 1916 but 

was delayed until July 1st, a date that is infamous now in the annals of British Military 

history. 

Conferences and instructions were a constant feature in the lead up to the attack being 

mounted. The Royal Warwickshires were by now part of VIII Corps and  at a conference at 

Corps HQ on 21-23rd June 1916 the following instructions were handed down to the various 

battalions: 

“6. All units must push on resolutely. Every body of troops must push forward to its 

objective, irrespective of the progress, or otherwise, of the units on its flanks.  

19.  Cheering and doubling. Cheering should be avoided as it only warns the enemy that 

we are coming. Similarly doubling should not be allowed, as with the heavy weight men 

will be carrying, it is very exhausting except for the very shortest distances, such as 20 

yards”.  

A previous conference in May had decided that the troops would advance in waves. The 

picture that emerges of the attack, therefore, is one of battalions advancing in waves, heavily 

encumbered and at a slow, steady pace, being mown down by machine gin and sniper fire. 

The Brigade operation orders detailed what every man would carry into battle:  

“ Rifle and equipment; no packs, no greatcoats; one bandolier of SAA, 170 rounds in 

all; 2 Mills grenades; 1 iron ration and 1 days’ ration complete; waterproof sheet; 

cardigan jacket; 2 sandbags; smoke helmet. In addition to the above all infantrymen in 

assaulting lines, except Lewis and machine gunners and bombers, will carry a pick or 



 
 

shovel, which will be carried on the back beneath the equipment braces. Every officer 

and NCO will carry 4 flares”.   

Armed with such information and instructions Frederick Bertram Key finally took part in the 

battle of the Somme on July 1st 1916.  W.R. Ludlow, the Brigadier- General and Honorary 

Colonel of the 8th Battalion described the action: 

‘At 7.30 am, in bright sunshine, the 1/8th Royal Warwickshire Regiment, 600 in all 

ranks, leaped from their trenches and advanced in eight successive waves of 

skirmishers.  No sooner had they left cover than line after line was mown down by the 

enemy’s fire from every direction and the dead and dying lay in swathes of grass in a 

newly mown meadow’. 

The War diary of the 1/8th Royal Warwickshires records that on July 1st 1916: 

2.0 a.m. Battalion reported present in forming up trenches.  

4.30 a.m.-7.0 a.m. Reported that everyone had a good breakfast. Artillery bombardment 

was intense and not a lot of retaliation from Bosch. Artillery increased in intensity. 

Enemy replying with field guns and 15 cm.  

7.0 a.m. Very intense artillery on both sides.  

7.25 a.m. Enemy machine guns opened all along line. Three minutes later our troops are 

lying on parapet ready to advance.  

7.30 a.m. Advance begins. Enemy first line reached and passed very quickly also was 

the second. Only in one or two cases were any enemy seen in these two lines. Having 

plenty of casualties from machine gun fire in enemy third and fourth lines. At the third 

line we were temporarily held up by machine gun fire but took it by rushes”. 

For the Warwickshires the attack meant heavy casualties from the start. Once again the War 

Diary gives a good account what happened after the initial attacks started:                                                                    

“From this point the fighting was all with bombs along trenches. We reached our 

objective probably 35-40 minutes from zero hour (7.30 a.m.) and at once commenced 

consolidating and cleaning rifles under the direction of Capt Martin and 2nd Lt Turner. 

By this time the next battalion was arriving but had had so many casualties that they 

could not go through us so helped consolidating. This happened with all battalions 

following us. Many times we were bombed from this position and regained it until 

bombs ran out. We had to retire to their 3rd line parapet and hold on with machine and 

rifle fire 

Parties were detailed to collect as many bombs as could be found (both English and 

German) and when we had a good store we again reached our objective. No supply of 

bombs coming from rear so could not hold on and returned again. Enemy machine guns 



 
 

and snipers were doing a great amount of damage all the while. Enemy artillery opened 

but fortunately their range was over. Held on to this position until relieved by a 

battalion from the rear. All through the action no troops were seen on our right or left. 

This had a great deal to do with the inability to push past our objective.  

11 p.m. Arrived at Mailly Maillet and were put into billets”. 

The 8th Battalion was virtually wiped out. All its twenty-six officers, bar one, were killed or 

wounded.  Of the other ranks 588 were killed or wounded.  The bodies of 170 men were 

never found. This was the first time the battalion had ‘gone over the top’.  The average age of 

the dead or wounded was twenty-five years. 

Such stark facts reveal the horror of the ‘big push’.  All the ‘splendid dash and spirit’ of these 

volunteers was doomed to failure by the ineffective artillery bombardment which did not 

penetrate the deep German dug-outs, thus protecting their machine-gunners. Nor did the 

bombardment cut the barbed wire.  It has been argued the battle of the Somme was lost by 

three minutes – the minutes available to the defence to emerge from deep dug-outs and load 

and fix machine-guns before the heavily encumbered attackers could reach the trenches.  

There was absolutely no element of surprise. Each infantry man carried 66 lb. of equipment 

and they were ordered to advance at a slow walk. 

It is likely that Frederick Bertram Key was killed within minutes of the first advance. The 

war diary extract above records that sniper and machine gun fire were the most deadly 

against them whereas the bombardment went somewhat over their heads. He was twenty-

seven years old. No mention of him is found in the battalion war diary except to record his 

death along with many of his officer colleagues.  

The name Frederick Bertram Key is on the general memorial in Lichfield Church and his 

parents commissioned a moving marble tablet in his memory.  This is inscribed: 

 

‘Killed in action in the Great War, near Serre, France, July 1st, 1916.  Aged 27 years.  A 

teacher in the Sunday School:  He worshipped near this tablet.  This is the Happy 

Warrior:  This is he That every Man-in –Arms should wish to be’ The only and dearly 

loved son of Frederick and Edith Key, Lichfield’. 

 

In Frederick Key’s file at the National Archive there is a form which is numbered ‘97/976 

Accounts 4’ which is in fact the form used by soldiers to record their will before going in to 

action. It reads: 

 

“I hereby leave half worldly possessions to Mr and Mrs F. Key and Miss G.K. Hall, 

Clifton on Teme, Worcester”. 

 

Miss Hall was no doubt his sweetheart, just one of many thousands of women waiting for 

their soldier to come home with hopes of marriage to come. 

 



 
 

 

 
The Plaque Commissioned by Frederick’s Parents in Lichfield Church 

 

The Key family had lost their only son to the war, as did many families of course. In the 

1920s Frederick’s parents retired to Devon:  Edith died in 1939 and Frederick in 1945. 

 

 
The Monument to the 8

th
 Warwickshire Regiment which stands in Birmingham 


