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Beyond the Western Front: Oxfordshire in the First World War 

Harold Mitchell (back row, left) and comrades in Salonika.                                             
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2014 was the year I retired. On my ‘to-do list’ was to write an account of 

my grandfather’s life.  Harold Mitchell died in 1984 leaving only memories 

of his war service with his family. 

 

Harold Joseph Mitchell, who was born in 1893, was a farm labourer from 

Ewelme, Oxfordshire. Soon after the war’s outbreak, he joined the 8th 

Battalion, Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry.  

 

A year later, following intensive training, his unit were deployed near Loos. 

This engagement with the Western Front was brief and a prelude to their 

journey south through France across the Mediterranean to Salonika. 

 

The 8th Battalion spent the next three and a half years in the Balkans, 

many of the soldiers unable to take home leave. They began a mission to 

secure defences around the gateway city of Salonika. Once arrived, they 

marched northwards to the Greek border where Germany’s ally, Bulgaria, 

had built a stronghold in the hills.  The 7th and 8th Oxfordshire and       

Buckinghamshire Light Infantry Battalions were in action at Horseshoe Hill 

and Lake Doiran. 

 

In September 1918, the British Balkan Force pursued retreating enemy 

troops into Bulgaria, Turkey and Rumania. Hostilities were halted on 11 

November 1918 when the armistice was signed. The 7th and 8th Battalions 

were used as peacekeepers, often in areas of racial tension and in        

rebuilding destroyed bridges and roads. 

 
It was to be another five months before Harold Mitchell was finally able to   

return home to Ewelme. British Balkan troops were largely ignored by 

the  press during the war and their contribution undervalued when they 

returned home. Whilst many lost their lives through battle, many more died 

or were weakened through disease and life in the harsh conditions they 

encountered. 
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