
 

Director of 

Operations at 

Never Such 

Innocence,  

Lucy Kentish, 

explains the 

background and 

beliefs behind this 

beautiful 

hardback 

anthology 

published last 

year to 

commemorate the 

centenary of the 

First World War. 

The Centenary Competitions were complemented 

with a comprehensive educational resource 

providing a child-friendly journey through the First 

World War. It covered a wide range of topics such 

as the role of animals, advancements in medicine 

and objections to war, as well as a number of 

country and regional profiles including Germany, 

South Asia and New Zealand. The resource was 

provided to schools free of charge and was 

available in digital format on the charity’s website 

to further its accessibility and usability. This is 

available as a free download at https://

www.neversuchinnocence.com/in-the-classroom  

To promote the Competitions, NSI embarked on a 

series of annual Roadshows visiting communities 

across the UK and Europe, travelling far and wide 

from Blackwood to Belfast, Shetland to 

Sunderland, Germany to Greece, Yorkshire to 

Hampshire. NSI young people stood in chilly 

aircraft hangars admiring Chinooks and Typhoons, 

clambered aboard warships, and stepped inside 

some of the most splendid buildings the UK and 

Europe have to offer. The whole idea was to get 

children out of the classroom to experience 

something unique, exciting and memorable, and, in 

Never Such Innocence (NSI) was founded as a 

charity in 2014 by Lady Lucy French to give 

children and young people a strong and powerful 

voice during the centenary of the First World War. 

From the outset, the aim was to ensure the 

custodians of the future were given the opportunity 

to play their part, engage and feel important during 

the centenary period, and so the Poetry, Art and 

Song competition began its journey in  

September 2014. 

The first Centenary Competition was piloted in 

2014 capturing the imagination of primary and 

secondary schools across England and inviting 

young people to respond creatively to what they 

had learned about the First World War. NSI were 

more ambitious following their pilot, reaching 

young people aged 9-16 in all corners of the United 

Kingdom, and indeed across the world! Through 

tremendous support from engaged teachers and 

educators, the competition grew at an incredible 

rate, with international take-up increasing year on 

year. In total, the four Centenary Competitions 

received over 11,000 entries from 47 different 

countries, territories and dependencies across five 

continents. 

“The whole 

idea was to get 

children out of 

the classroom 

to experience 

something 

unique, 

exciting and 

memorable, 

and, in doing 

so, break 

down barriers 

and enable 

them to 

believe that 

anything is 

possible.” 
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doing so, break down barriers and enable them to 

believe that anything is possible. 

At each Roadshow, children took to the stage and 

recited or sang work they had produced, 

showcasing their creativity and thought. A partner 

of NSI, the Commonwealth War Graves 

Commission (CWGC), joined all Roadshows to 

highlight the important work of the commission 

and, importantly, where local CWGC graves could 

be found, encouraging schools to visit them to 

inspire their competition entries. Local community 

leaders and representatives, such as Lord 

Lieutenants, Lord Mayors, local MPs, and 

representatives of the Armed Forces and arts 

organisations, attended in support and to listen to 

the young people’s thoughts about the events of 

100 years ago. One such Roadshow was kindly 

hosted by CWGC at their Headquarters in 

Maidenhead, which Prime Minister Theresa May 

attended as a special guest. Reflecting on the work 

of NSI, the Prime Minister said: 
 

“Never Such Innocence is doing important work so that young 

people remember the sacrifice that was made so that they 

could have a future, and to reflect on what this means for our 

world today.” 
 

There are many ways one can mark success and the biggest 

successes of NSI can be seen through the heart-warming 

stories of the young people they have worked with.  After the 

confidence boost of winning first place in the 2017/18 NSI 

Competition, Molly Meleady-Hanley (16) expanded her 

brilliant poem, Me Brother Dan, into a play. Telling the 

moving story of a Sheffield family during the war, Molly’s 

play has been taken on by the Crucible Theatre, who are both 

publishing the play and curating its performance. 

The Centenary Competitions awarded every entrant a 

beautiful personalised certificate of commendation to 

encourage all participants to feel proud of their contribution 

to the Centenary; a principal aim of the Charity is to empower 

these young people. Winners of each competition were 

recognised at an annual Awards Ceremony, which was held 

once at the House of Lords and twice at the splendid Guards’ 

Chapel in Wellington Barracks. The ceremonies had winners 

touring Westminster Hall, marching behind bands from the 

Household Division and clambering into RAF helicopters! 

In Armistice year, the competition culminated in a Centenary 

Finale at Buckingham Palace, bringing together winning 

children from every year of the competition for a tea party.  

It was a truly international affair with winners attending from 

all across the United Kingdom and flying in from Canada, 

New Zealand, Malaysia, Germany, Greece, Romania, France 

and Ireland.  Hosted by NSI’s President, Vice Admiral Sir 

Tim Laurence, the finale event featured poetry recitals, song 

performances and inspirations behind artworks from winners. 

Congratulatory messages from the Prime Minister and the 

Secretaries of States for Culture and Defence respectively, 

were read out praising the young people for their 

contributions to the centenary. A true star of the show was 

little Martha Potts, the youngest contributor of the 2015/16 

Competition who was aged just three years old when her 

mother submitted the poem Life in the Trenches on her 

behalf: 
 

Wait, wait, wait 

Fight, fight, fight 

Die. 
 

Martha blew the assembled crowd away with her poignant 

and Oscar-worthy recital, one that was commented on 

throughout the tea party.  

Those who engage with NSI through their Competition and 

Roadshow ultimately become part of an international family. 

The finale event at Buckingham Palace was not only an 

opportunity to celebrate the extraordinary work of NSI young 

people, but also to see how far these young people have 

grown and developed since first submitting their work. NSI 

saw alumni spanning ages 5 to 21, from reception class to 

university – all had done us proud!  

NSI have ensured the voices of the young people they work 

with have been amplified at the highest levels. NSI young 

people have played their part in national commemorations 

and events including the Battle of Jutland in May 2015, 

Passchendaele100 in July 2017, the RAF100 flypast over 

Buckingham Palace in July 2018, and the Service of 

Thanksgiving at Westminster Abbey in November 2018. First 

place winner of the 2017/18 Competition Jasleen Singh (15), 

who wrote her poem The Indian Soldier to commemorate the 

1.3 million Indian Soldiers that fought during the First World 

War, was invited to read a prayer during the service and was 

interviewed live during the BBC coverage – a truly once in a 

lifetime experience. In a blog written for the NSI website, 

Jasleen remarks: 
 

“When it was my turn to read, it was a truly 

exhilarating moment. I could see the Queen was 

only about 10 feet away from me and I could see 

the Royals as well as the Prime Minister and other 

Members of Parliament. I took in that moment and 

read my prayer with conviction that I hope did 

justice to all the brave soldiers we were gathered 

to remember.” 
 

“The ceremonies had winners touring 

Westminster Hall, marching behind bands 

from the Household Division and clambering 

into RAF helicopters!” 
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In 2018, NSI launched a pilot project entitled Together, with 

kind support from the British Embassy in Berlin, Volksbund 

Deutsche Kriegsgräberfürsorge, and UK-German Connection. 

Together encouraged young people from Germany and the 

UK to work in partnership, or independently, to reflect on the 

events of the First World War and create messages of hope 

and unity for the future. The project culminated in a 

presentation and tea party at the British Embassy in Berlin 

which was attended by over 70 young people from across 

Germany and the UK. The trip to Berlin also involved a 

group songwriting workshop with Bethzienna, at which a 

number of the young people led the group with their own 

instruments. The results of the entire project were  

awe-inspiring and life-affirming with many of the young 

people forging friendships across city-and-country-borders 

along the way. 

The Together project also teamed up with the Games of 

Remembrance in November 2018 – two football matches 

played between the British Army and the German Armed 

Forces, to provide a unique and special opportunity for the 

young people involved. Pupils from Gesamtschule Elsen and 

Hugo Junkers Gymnasium were mascots for the British 

Army, and Bluebell Hill Primary School were mascots for the 

German Armed Forces – a very fitting event to mark 100 

years since the Armistice in 1918. 

A second pilot project was also launched in partnership with 

Glasnevin Trust specifically for 

children and young people from 

Northern Ireland and the Republic of 

Ireland. The Island of Ireland bonus 

competition invited young people 

from across the island to respond to 

the First World War centenary 

through poetry, art and song. The best 

entries were selected for a special 

commemorative booklet distributed to 

VIPs at Glasnevin’s commemorative 

event on Sunday 11th November. The 

project closed with a certificate-

giving event at Glasnevin Cemetery 

Museum in Dublin, where many 

significant figures of Irish history are 

buried, which provided a poignant 

setting to mark the centenary and also 

to look to the future. 

To celebrate the extraordinary work produced by the young 

people NSI has worked with thus far, the charity published a 

beautiful hardback anthology featuring all winning works 

from the four Centenary Competitions; this will be a lasting 

legacy for many years to come. The NSI schools’ resource 

has also been published as a hardback volume. Both books 

are available in selected bookshops and via Amazon. 

Following the tremendous success and engagement with the 

Centenary Competitions, Together and Island of Ireland, NSI 

will continue and expand. The next phase of the project will 

give children and young people an opportunity to process, 

respond to and reflect on all forms of conflict throughout the 

ages using the tagline: ‘Giving children and young people a 

voice on conflict’. 

NSI are inviting teachers and educators to help shape the next 

phase of their project. Since their inception, the charity has 

strived to ensure teachers and educators find their project 

accessible and easy to engage with, and feel supported to help 

young people shine. The charity is offering free in-school 

workshops with trained practitioners for your students in 

return for teacher-participation in a focus group answering 

questions designed to ensure the next phase plugs any gaps in 

the curriculum and meets the needs and requirements of the 

education sector. The workshops can be on any topic relating 

to conflict, be it something historical or something that pupils 

feel strongly about within their local community or wider 

society.  
 

To sign up, email enquiries@neversuchinnocence.com  
 

Never Such Innocence, The Centenary of the First World War: 

Children’s Responses through Poetry, Art and Song, Price £19.99 

and Stories of the First World War, The Men, Women, Children and 

Animals That Played Their Part, Price £14.99 are both published by 

Never Such Innocence. 

“The results of 

the entire 

project were 

awe-inspiring 

and life-

affirming with 

many of the 

young people 

forging 

friendships 

across city-and-

country-borders 

along the way.” 
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Lucy Kentish is Director of 

Operations at Never Such Innocence 

and has been with the charity since 

its inception in 2014. She began as 

the sole employee of NSI and has 

been instrumental in driving forward 

the charity’s international First 

World War centenary competition 

and leading on the publication of 

educational resources. 

Feature: Never Such Innocence 


