
  
    
      
    
  


[image: images]

Inspired by the famous inscribed columns erected by the Emperor Ashkora throughout India in the 3rd century BC, the column in the foreground of the enclosure of the Indian Memorial at Neuve Chapelle stands almost 15ft high. It is surmounted by a Lotus capital, Imperial British Crown and the Star of India, whilst two tigers stand sentinel on either side guarding this temple of the dead designed by architect Sir Herbert Baker. Battle damage from the Second World War is clearly visible on the high stone plinth.
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INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This is the fourth guide in the Battle Lines series and covers the region that is loosely referred to as French Flanders, an area running from the Franco-Belgian border south of Ploegsteert to the Loos battlefields. Often referred to as the ‘Forgotten Front’ it has, up until now, not benefitted from the popularity that other areas, such as Ypres and the Somme, have enjoyed. Certainly the often flat, featureless and dreary nature of the landscape may not immediately endear it to the battlefield tourist, but it was here that the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) fought several of its most important – and bloody – battles in 1915, battles which served as rites of passage enabling it to stand alongside its French ally as an equal, if not senior partner, in the struggle against the Germans on the Western Front by the summer of 1916. It became another battleground more than twenty years later in May 1940 when another BEF fought a series of rearguard actions during its retreat to the Channel ports. Physical scars of this fighting still remain to be seen on many of the Great War memorials and the human cost of the struggle still lies alongside the dead of the earlier fighting in several cemeteries in the area.

Although the main emphasis of the guide is on the battles of 1915, we do look at some of the early encounters of 1914 and those of 1916 and late 1917 and, in addition, visit several locations around Festubert and Givenchy where units of the 55th Division fought so tenaciously in April 1918 during the German Lys offensive.

We offer twelve routes around the battlefields – roughly arranged in the chronological order in which the battles on them were fought – which can be walked, biked or driven and which are supplemented by visits to over forty other sites where we describe what took place and why. The guidebook focuses on what the battlefields look like today and thus you will find very few contemporary Great War photographs. When designing routes we have provided coordinates for the start of each route and looked carefully at ensuring vehicles are not left at isolated points; however, please take the usual sensible precautions when leaving a vehicle unattended by not putting valuables on display but by locking them securely in the boot. On the majority of routes it is possible to cycle and walk, but on some of them cycling is only possible with a good off-road bike. Where possible we have directed the battlefield tourist onto quiet and little-used minor roads as well as local pathways and tracks but be aware that even on the quietest of rural roads there is always the likelihood of meeting unexpected farm machinery.

The depth of historical information devoted to each route has, by necessity, been limited by available space but we have provided enough of an outline around which to develop your understanding of what took place and why. Nevertheless, we have made a number of suggestions for further reading which will widen your appreciation of the events that took place in this sector of the Western Front and also point readers in the direction of other useful guidebooks and publications. Visitors to German, Portuguese and Indian cemeteries and memorials will find the section on equivalent ranks useful when wandering amongst the headstones in the Portuguese cemetery or puzzling to understand the hierarchy of Indian Army ranks.

In acknowledging the assistance of others we must thank Dave Rowland for reining in our sometimes wayward enthusiasm with his common sense approach and practical questioning. We owe a debt of gratitude to ex-Australian War Memorial historian Dr Peter Pedersen for his valued support and to Peter Barton, who was kind enough to discuss some of his ground-breaking research for his new book on Fromelles and loaned maps unearthed in German archives. Thanks also go to Sebastian Laudan in Berlin who once again translated a great deal of German material on our behalf, to Michelle Young, who scrambled around the Loos Memorial for us, and Merlijn van Eijk and Pierre Vandervelden for allowing us to use some of their images.


VISITING MILITARY CEMETERIES

The concept of the Imperial War Graves Commission (IWGC) was created by Major Fabian Ware, the volunteer leader of a Red Cross mobile unit which saw service on the Western Front for most of the period of the war. Concern for the identification and burial of the dead led him to begin lobbying for an organization devoted to burial and maintenance of those who had been killed or died in the service of their country. On 21 May 1917 the Prince of Wales became the president of the IWGC with Fabian Ware (1869–1949) as its vice-chairman, forty-three years later this became the Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC). Neither a soldier nor a politician, Ware was later honoured with a knighthood and held the honorary rank of major general. The commission was responsible for introducing the standardized headstone which, after the equality of sacrifice, would bring equality in death, regardless of rank, race or creed and it is this familiar white headstone that you will see now in CWGC cemeteries all over the world. In the area covered by this guidebook we have referred to and described forty-one cemeteries containing British and Commonwealth casualties and one French Communal Cemetery. CWGC cemeteries are usually well signposted with the familiar green and white direction indicators and where there is a CWGC plot within a communal cemetery, such as Festubert Communal Cemetery, the familiar green and white sign at the entrance, with the words ‘Tombes de Guerre du Commonwealth’, will indicate their presence. The tall Cross of Sacrifice with the bronze Crusader’s sword can be found in many cemeteries, such as Guards Cemetery, Windy Corner, where there are relatively large numbers of dead. The larger cemeteries also have the rectangular shaped Stone of Remembrance. A visitor’s book and register of casualties is usually kept in the bronze box by the entrance but occasionally, as in Cuinchy and Bois-Grenier Communal Cemeteries, the register is kept separately next to the Cross of Sacrifice. Sadly, a number of registers have been stolen and to prevent this from happening you may find a cemetery register is now kept in the local Mairie.
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Major General Sir Fabian Arthur Ware.
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The distinctive darkgreen and white CWGC signposting is highly visible.
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The CWGC sign that is found at the entrance of communal cemeteries where Commonwealth war dead are buried.


CWGC cemeteries are noted for their high standards of horticultural excellence and the image of rows of headstones set amidst grass pathways and flowering shrubs is one every battlefield visitor takes away with them. On each headstone is the badge of the regiment or corps or in the case of Commonwealth forces, the national emblem. Below that is the name and rank of the individual and the date on which they died together with any decoration they may have received. Headstones of Victoria Cross winners, such as those at Dud Corner Cemetery, Loos, have the additional motif of the decoration on their headstone. At the base of the headstone is often an inscription which has been chosen by the family. Headstones marking the unidentified bear the inscriptions chosen by Rudyard Kipling, ‘A Soldier of the Great War’ or ‘Known unto God’. Special memorials are erected to casualties known to be buried in the cemetery but whose precise location is uncertain.
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The pattern of headstone marking the grave of Private Daniel Rees is of a standard pattern across all First and Second World War CWGC cemeteries. Post-war headstones are marked by a notch cut into both shoulders at the top.


French War Graves

There are no French National Cemeteries in the area covered by this guidebook but the visitor will find the concrete white grave markers used by the French Ministere des Anciens Combattants et Victims de Guerre in a number of CWGC cemeteries and plots. Typical of these is the headstone in Loos British Cemetery commemorating Jean Naveau who was killed on 8 November 1915.

German Cemeteries

The German War Graves Commission – Volksbund Deutsche Kriegsgräberfürsorge – is responsible for the maintenance and upkeep of German war graves in Europe and North Africa. The German cemeteries are in stark contrast to the CWGC cemeteries in that they often exude a dark and sombre ambiance exacerbated by the black grave markers bearing the name, rank, date of death and occasionally the unit. Like many French cemeteries, they often contain mass graves for the unidentified and headstones can carry up to three or four names on each one. We would recommend you visit the German cemeteries at Laventie, Sailly-sur-la-Lys, Wicres and Illies as they can provide the battlefield tourist with a greater understanding of the huge loss of life that occurred on both sides of the conflict.
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The dark and sombre appearance of the German cemetery at Sailly-sur-la-Lys.
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The location of German cemeteries is usually indicated with a black and white signboard.


Portuguese National Cemeteries

The single Portuguese cemetery at Neuve Chapelle is administered by the Union Franco-Portuguaise located at 61, Rue des Haies at Richebourg. The cemetery has suffered in the past from neglect and many of the headstones are in very poor condition and very difficult to read. Sadly, over 200 of the headstones mark the graves of unknown – disconhecido – soldiers.
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Many Portuguese headstones are in a very poor condition. Fortunately, this headstone commemorating the death in 1917 of Soldado Joaquim da Silva is still legible.


Equivalent Ranks

When visiting German military cemeteries it can be confusing when trying to understand the various ranks of the soldiers buried there. In this sector of the Western Front you will also find the large Portuguese cemetery near Neuve Chapelle and the Indian Memorial close by, each with their individual ranking system. In addition, you will often find German and Indian headstones in CWGC cemeteries. To that end we have produced a rough guide to equivalent ranks which should assist you when visiting the cemeteries and memorials referred to in the guidebook.
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The British Army in the form of General Smith-Dorrien’s II Corps arrived in the area in early October 1914 after transferring from the Aisne further south. Their task was to link up with the French Tenth Army in the La Bassée area and, together with the Allied forces further north around Messines and Ypres, advance eastwards. Initial gains made by a tired and under strength II Corps were soon pushed back by the advancing German Sixth Army to a line which, apart from some minor territorial movements, remained largely static until March 1915. After the battles of 1915 the front line altered very little until April 1918 when the German offensive marked the end of the trench stalemate before it was finally stopped short of Hazebrouck.

By 31 December 1914 the five corps of the British Army – including one Indian – had been reorganized into two army groups: the First Army under the command of General Sir Douglas Haig, comprising I and II Corps and the Indian Corps; and the Second Army, commanded by General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien, comprising, III and IV Corps and the 27th Division. Although the units of the Indian Corps were largely made up of Indian regiments staffed in the main by British officers, the Corps contained a number of British battalions in each division. The Cavalry Corps now included the Indian Cavalry Corps and was under the command of Lieutenant General Sir Edmund Allenby. In overall command of the BEF was Field Marshal Sir John French.
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Field Marshal Sir John French.


Four of the most important battles of the early period of the war were fought in this area during 1915; battles in which – with the exception of Neuve Chapelle which was an entirely British affair – the BEF was very much the junior partner in the Franco-British Alliance. It was a period when the strategic direction of the war on the Western Front was for the most part dictated by the French and their Commander-in-Chief, General Joseph Joffre.
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Sir Douglas Haig.
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Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien.
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Major General Edward Allenby.


In early 1915 the BEF was still in the process of recovery from the fighting that had taken place the previous year and, although reinforced to some extent by Territorial Force battalions, the first volunteer divisions of Kitchener’s New Army were only just beginning to arrive in France and these were certainly not comparable in terms of training and experience to the professionals and reservists of the army which fought the battles of 1914. It would be the middle of 1916 when the British Army was finally capable of mounting and sustaining a very large-scale offensive in its own right.
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The iconic image depicting the pointing finger of Lord Kitchener which originally appeared on the front cover of London Opinion magazine in early September 1914. Subsequently modified on later posters it encouraged British men to flock to the recruiting offices.


The table below lists the four ‘battles’ fought by the British and troops from its overseas Empire and Dominions in this area during 1915, together with the five ‘Actions’ which the Battles Nomenclature Committee felt did not warrant the award of an official battle honour to the regiments that took part.

[image: images]


The Battle of Loos saw the first use of poison gas by the British, an operation which had mixed results and in places caused more casualties amongst British troops than German. Certainly the perceived failure of his grip of command of the BEF during the Loos offensive was the straw that finally broke Sir John French’s back, ultimately leading to his recall and his replacement as Commander-in-Chief by Sir Douglas Haig. The aftermath of Loos, and the final breakdown of the French assaults north of Arras and in the Champagne region further south, also saw the front line in this part of France becoming quieter as offensive action shifted to other sectors of the Western Front. This was a situation that inevitably gave rise to a profusion of more permanent concrete structures appearing along the German front line and in rear areas. Many of these blockhouses remain in situ today and are often the only physical remnants of this largely overlooked sector of the Western Front. That said, the landscape – which has one of the highest concentrations of military cemeteries on the Western Front – has changed very little over the course of the last hundred years.
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The structure carrying the winding gear of Puits 15 at the northern end of the Loos Crassier spoil heap, known universally to the troops as ‘Tower Bridge’.


Whilst practically every regiment of the British Army had at least one tour of duty here over the course of the war, 1915 saw the first appearance of the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) and over the next three years they would be joined by units of Australians (AIF), South Africans (SAOEF) and New Zealanders (NZEF). After 1915, apart from the daily human attrition which accounted for thousands of casualties in a war which was essentially fought from two opposing trench lines, the sector remained undisturbed by major offensive actions until 1918. There were, however, two actions of note that took place between June and August 1916 and another in 1917.

[image: images]


The two ‘attacks’ launched from this front in 1916 were designed to draw attention away from the Somme offensive. Both failed dismally; the only result being long casualty lists for no territorial gain. Their failure was in some sense mitigated by the successful Canadian-led Battle of Hill 70 in 1917.

For the troops fighting in this area the trench lines were characterized for the most part by the building of breastworks above ground level to protect them from enemy fire and observation. With a water table close to the surface, excavations more than a metre below ground were prone to flooding, particularly in the winter months, which made the daily toil of trench life even more wretched. South of the canal the firmer nature of the ground around Loos allowed trenches to be dug to a greater depth, although water and drainage remained a perennial problem in this sector of the Western Front during bad weather.

By 1918 the front line had changed from the original continuous line of breastworks that had characterized the battlefields in 1915 and 1916 to a series of posts or strongpoints – known as keeps – each having interlocking fields of fire with those to the left and right. The system was organized on the principle of ‘defence in depth’ and was designed to delay any attacking force until it reached the ‘battle line’ where a strong defence would finally halt any further enemy advance. Unfortunately, in April 1918, when the German Lys offensive (9–30 April 1918) began, these defences were incomplete and the collapse of the Portuguese 2nd Division and the speed of the German advance caught the Allied armies on the back foot.
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Australian troops in 1916 at the Bridoux Road Salient, Bois-Grenier. The low water table in this sector of the Western Front required the construction of breastworks above ground level.


Up until April 1916 there was no issue of steel helmets and the troops fought wearing their issue cloth caps which provided little in the way of protection against small arms ammunition, spherical lead shrapnel bullets or shell fragments. The first of the Brodie Helmets or Helmet, Steel Mark 1, began to appear on the Western Front in late 1915 but they did not become general issue until early 1916. Known variously as ‘tin hats’, ‘battle bowlers’ and even ‘soup bowls’, the basic design went through a number of alterations and improvements and by the end of the war some 7.5 million Brodies had been manufactured.


VISITING THE AREA

During the preparation and research for this volume of Battle Lines we based ourselves in Ieper (Ypres) for the northerly sector. Ieper boasts a good choice of hotels and bed and breakfasts and plenty of restaurants and bars particularly around the Grote Markt. There are a number of good-quality three and four-star hotels such as the Ariane, Novotel and the Flanders Lodge, together with some acceptable two-star establishments such as the Regina and Ambrosia hotels. Ieper abounds with bed and breakfast accommodation of which the Hortensia near the Lille Gate is consistently very good value. If you prefer camping there is a municipal campsite near the sports centre. Visitors will find our Battle Lines guidebook Ypres a useful addition. Ieper is 30 minutes from Armentières and 45 minutes from the centre of Fromelles, whilst Neuve Chapelle and the Indian Memorial can often take 55 minutes driving.

However, we would recommend finding a base further south if you are intending to spend a few days exploring the area. Armentières has the two-star Hotel Joly on the Rue President Kennedy which is comfortable and clean, and there is quite a lot to see in the city itself. The Tourist Information Office on the Rue de Lille will provide details of walks and sites to visit such as the Cite Bonjean Military Cemetery. We would also recommend the Chambre d’Hôtes La Fattoria – www.la-fattoria.fr – which is situated just off the Rue du Bois northeast of Festubert on the Rue du Pont Moreau (known as ‘Prince’s Road’ on British trench maps). The standard of both the self-catering and bed and breakfast accommodation is first class. We have personal experience of the Holiday Inn at Englos which is a short distance from the A25 on the western outskirts of Lille. Loos-en-Gohelle is a short 30-minute journey from the hotel, whilst Neuve Chapelle is only 25 minutes away. For campers Le Camp des Roses at Aubers is quite good and has the added advantage of mobile homes to rent.
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One of the two statues to be found at Armentières depicting the Mademoiselle from Armentières, a reminder of this popular song which men of the BEF made famous. This one is outside the Central Hospital.


It goes without saying that walkers and cyclists should come properly equipped to enjoy their activity. The weather is often unpredictable and it is always advisable to walk in a decent pair of boots and carry a set of waterproofs with you. Regular visitors to the battlefields will be familiar with the collections of old shells and other explosive material that are often placed by the roadside by farmers. By all means look but please do not touch as much of it is still in an unstable condition.
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It is still possible to find some of the original Michelin road signs in this part of France. This one is near Sailly-sur-la-Lys.


Using this Guidebook

In compiling the guide we have taken the liberty of using a number of abbreviations in the text. With German units we have simply trimmed Infantry Regiment and Reserve Infantry Regiment to IR and RIR. Thus, Infantry Regiment No. 157 becomes IR 157 and Reserve Infantry Regiment No. 165 becomes RIR 165. Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiments appear with the BRIR. British battalions and units have also been abbreviated, for example, the 1st Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment becoming 1/West Yorks.

Whilst we have provided simple route maps for walkers and cyclists, we have not drawn maps for the car tours. These are best supported by French Institut Géographique National (IGN) 1:100,000 maps which can be purchased at most good tourist offices and online from www.mapsworldwide.com. However, we do recommend satellite navigation in supporting general route finding. For the walker and cyclist, the larger scale French IGN 1:25,000 Series maps can be bought in France or online and can be downloaded onto your iPad. The relevant map should be used when out walking or cycling to supplement the basic maps provided in the guide.
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To assist you in your choice of route we have provided a summary of all twelve routes in the guidebook together with an indication as to their suitability for walkers, cyclists or car tourists. Distances are in km – the first figure in the table – and miles. You will find that the circular alpha/numeric references in the text of each route correspond directly with those on the relevant map.


Route 1

Bois-Grenier

A circular route beginning at: Le Bridoux

Coordinates: 50°38 05.43” N – 2°53 09.40” E

Distance: 5.7km/3.5 miles

Suitable for: [image: images] [image: images]

Grade: Easy

Maps: IGN Série Bleue 2404 E – Armentières

General description and context: The main focus of this route is the action that took place here on 25 September 1915. Three battalions of 25 Infantry Brigade – 2/Rifle Brigade, 2/Royal Berkshires and 2/Lincolns, with 1/Royal Irish Rifles and 1/8 Middlesex in reserve, assaulted the German front line between Corner Fort and Bridoux Fort, a frontage of just over 1,000m. The action was one of three designed to draw attention away from the Battle of Loos which opened a few hours later on the same day. Apart from the preliminary artillery barrage, the attack began with a largely ineffectual mine explosion on both flanks. The Corner Fort position was quickly taken by 2/Rifle Brigade, whilst the Bridoux Fort strongpoint fell to 2/Lincolns. However, in the centre at Angle Point, the Royal Berks, despite taking a point known as the Lozenge, were unable to make progress against continuous machine-gun fire directed from this small salient which jutted out into no-man’s-land. This strongpoint not only held up the Berkshires but prevented any further attempts to cross no-man’s-land by the British and ultimately forced the two flank attacks to withdraw in the face of determined German counter-attacks.

Directions to start: Le Bridoux is a small village west of the D62 which runs southeast from Bois-Grenier to Radinghem-en-Weppes. Approaching from Bois-Grenier on the D22 take the second turning on the right after you pass White City Cemetery. There is a small memorial ‘Garden of Peace’ [image: images] situated in front of the farm buildings. Unveiled in 2005 by the Liverpool Scottish Museum Trust, it commemorates the officers and men of 2/10 King’s Liverpool Regiment who took part in the company strength daylight trench raid known as ‘Dicky’s Dash’ on 29 June 1917. Led by Captain Alan Piele Dickinson MC, the 161 men of the ‘Liverpool Scottish’ attacked from the Bridoux Road Salient ‘to destroy as many of the enemy as possible’ and established a foothold in the German trenches. It was a costly exercise – 15 killed, 50 wounded and 35 missing – and many of the casualties rest in Erquinghem Churchyard Extension Cemetery, 4km northwest of Bois-Grenier. Basil Rathbone, the actor whom many still see as the definitive Sherlock Holmes, served as an officer in the 2/10 Liverpool Scottish in this sector in 1918, earning the Military Cross (MC) in September that year for his resourcefulness during daylight patrols in no-man’s-land. Intriguingly, Rathbone’s medal card gives his address as 527 North Camden Drive, Beverly Hills, California.
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The Liverpool Scottish Memorial Garden.
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The plaque commemorating the ‘Dicky’s Dash’ trench raid.


Continue round the bend in the road and after 600m take the first turn on the left – Allée de la Prairie – which is a residential cul-de-sac. Park at the end of the road [image: images].

Route description: Walk to the end of the Allée de la Prairie and stop. Look across the fields in front of you. You are standing approximately 100m behind the German front line which was on the left flank of the British 1915 attack; the front-line trenches of the British-held Bridoux Road Salient were 400m further up the road to your right where only 130m separated the British salient from the German held Bridoux Fort. In the distance are the buildings of Bois-Grenier.

Turn left and in a little over 100m you will see a turning on the right – the Chemin Bacquart. Turn right [image: images]. At least two of the residential buildings at the junction were marked on the 1915 trench map and one, situated immediately on the left as you turn into Chemin Bacquart, was known as Strawberry House. Continue along the road, passing the metal barrier en route. This road is now running parallel with the frontage of the British attack and if you look across to your right you should be able to see – crops permitting – the low profile of a German infantry shelter which is on the approximate site of the Lozenge strongpoint.

Continue down the road to the T-junction and bear left – Rue du Martincamp – towards the German blockhouse ahead of you on the left of the road. If you stand at the blockhouse [image: images] and look across to the fields on the opposite side of the road you will see a line of concrete blockhouses stretching west towards Les Rouges Bancs. These constructions mark the heavily fortified German second line and its network of trenches – marked on trench maps as Olga, Needle and Negro Switch lines – which ran away and linked up with the Fromelles defences further to the west. The date of their construction was probably late 1916.


[image: images]


At the junction with the house on the right, continue straight ahead. Just after the road bends to the right you will get a closer view of the blockhouses across to the right. These are all on private property and should not be visited without permission from the landowner. As the road bends again you will be unable to miss the large concrete command centre [image: images] at the side of the road. The date of construction is clearly marked over the door as 1 September 1916.
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This large blockhouse still occupies a corner of the farmyard.
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The date of construction is still visible today.


[image: images]

The ivy-covered blockhouse east of the calvary on the Rue du Bas. This was just one in a line of German concrete structures that formed an almost impregnable support line.


At the next T-junction you will be able to see the church tower of Le Maisnil to your left. Fromelles and its distinctive church tower is a little over 2km ahead of you. Turn left and follow the road round to the right into the Rue des l’Avoine. Continue to the next junction and turn right into the Rue du Bas. You are now heading back towards the line of blockhouses you first saw on the Rue du Martincamp. At the next junction [image: images], marked by the distinctive calvary and white statue of Jesus Christ, look across the Rue des Breux to see an ivy-covered blockhouse on your right. The statue itself looks across the fields over the Rue du Bas towards two further blockhouses and the church tower at Fromelles. A German communication trench ran due north from just behind the statue to a point in their front line opposite la Boutillerie, which the British called Clapham Junction.

Keeping the calvary on your left, continue along the Rue du Bas passing an ivy-covered blockhouse in the garden of No. 20 and several more examples in the fields to your left. After passing the last blockhouse on the left, which you will see some 30m from the road, stop. This is the approximate point at which the German front line ran across the road from left to right in front of you. Across the fields to your right, in front of a copse of trees, are a cluster of low-profile blockhouses and infantry shelters. They mark the former position of Corner Fort and the extreme right flank of the British attack on 25 September 1915. If you look left the German line continued north of le Bas Maisnil towards Mouquet Farm and the Fromelles defences. No-man’s-land was a mere 200m wide at this point and the British line jutted forward in the form of a salient – Well Farm Salient – before swinging east towards Bridoux Fort.

Continue past the private house on the right to find a wide grass track on the right of the road [image: images]. The track can be indistinct but is regularly used by local walkers and can be biked without much effort. This track, to the south of the dyke, runs almost exactly along the line of the jumping off trenches used by the British on 25 September 1915 but the communication trenches of the front-line system here, between Well Farm Salient and the Bridoux Road Salient, snaked back to join a support line which swooped back in a large semicircle known as Hudson Bay. Stretched like a chord across the mouth of this area lay the dyke – and the front line – which you are now going to follow. Keeping the dyke on the left, pass through the barrier and stop. The jumping off trenches were dug on the south of the dyke which, in 1915, was marked on trench maps as 6ft deep and 6ft wide, much the same dimensions as today.
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The track running alongside the dyke. In the distance is the Bridoux road.


[image: images]

A contemporary trench map showing the sector attacked on 25 September 1915. The British trenches can be seen top left and the German lines in the bottom right corner. The wide sweep of Hudson Bay is quite visible, as is the line of the dyke along which the British jumping off trenches were dug.


The initial assault of 2/Rifle Brigade was carried out by C Company and eighty specially trained bombers. They had in fact crawled out into no-man’s-land from their positions along the Well Farm Salient during the initial bombardment and rose to attack the German line almost as soon as the bombardment stopped. Rifle Brigade accounts record that, ‘By 6.00am C Company not only had the fort but had pushed forward advanced posts into the German second line with blocks established to guard the right flank’. The attack would have crossed the track you are on at an angle as it moved quickly towards the blockhouses you can see across to your right. Continue along the track until you reach a dyke on the right that runs almost due south towards the blockhouses that mark the position of Corner Fort. These blockhouses were probably constructed after the 1915 attack. Follow the grass track for 200m for a closer look at the Corner Fort position.


[image: images]

The blockhouses mark the position of Corner Fort strongpoint.


After returning to the main track continue for 250m to where another dyke on the left – the Courant des Breux – heads north towards the main road and flows into the Rivière des Layes. About 150m out into the fields from the track was the site of Angle Point. It was this small salient in the German line that resisted all attempts by 2/Royal Berks to capture it and ultimately forced the withdrawal of the troops on both flanks. The Berks’ casualties were 7 officers killed together with 32 NCOs and men, whilst 5 officers and 216 men were wounded. The names of the officers and men killed are commemorated on Panels 7 and 8 at the Ploegsteert Memorial which we visit in our Ypres Battle Lines guide. Now turn and look along the line of the dyke towards the D22. You are almost at the centre point of the Hudson Bay trenches – the semicircle of trenches that formed the main defences of the front line – and in fact the dyke almost bisects it at this point. The houses across to the left are those of the hamlet of la Boutillerie.

Continue to where the track turns sharp right, follow the line of the dyke and where it turns left again follow the track round to the right to pass the concrete infantry shelter on the left of the track. This is the approximate site of the Lozenge and marks the German front line and if you look across to the road beyond the blockhouse the white house marks the position of Bridoux Fort which was taken by the Z Company, 2/Lincolns.
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The former site of the Lozenge is marked by this one remaining infantry shelter.


With Angle Point still holding out, the battle became a contest between the British and German bomb throwers, one in which the Germans had a heavier and larger bomb than the British could throw. At around 3.45pm the Lincolns and Berkshires had withdrawn; the Lincolns leaving many of their 60 dead behind them, and an hour later the Rifle Brigade, faced with little option, returned to their own lines with 243 casualties killed, wounded or missing.

Continue to the junction with the Chemin Bacquart [image: images] and turn left. You are now on familiar territory and a left turn at the next junction will return you to the Allée de la Prairie. Just before you return to your vehicle walk on up the road for another 150m and stop. This is the approximate position of the German front line and in front of you was the Bridoux Road Salient where the recently arrived 20/Battalion of the Australian 5 Brigade gained the dubious distinction of being the first Australian unit to be raided by the Germans on the Western Front at 7.40pm on 5 May 1916. Masked by a furious artillery bombardment – Corporal Arthur Thomas stating that ‘some fellows’ nerves gave way and they became gibbering idiots’ – the German raiding party from RIR 230 took ten prisoners who later gave up a great deal of information under interrogation. They also captured two 3in Stokes Mortars, which at the time were still very much on the secret list. Alarmed by the relatively easy capture of the two weapons, blame was eventually settled, rather unjustly, on Lieutenant Colonel John Lamrock, the commanding officer of 20/Battalion, who was sent home in disgrace. The Australians suffered over 100 casualties during the raid, many of which now lie in Brewery Orchard Cemetery in Bois-Grenier. Even for Gallipoli veterans – used to privation and frayed nerves – the Western Front was a new and brutal experience. ‘Fighting here is simply a massacre’ was how Corporal Arthur Thomas summed it up.

The Cemeteries

There are five CWGC cemeteries in this area that are associated with the Bois-Grenier sector, the closest being White City Cemetery at Le Touquet on the D22. The cemetery was first used in October 1914 and closed fourteen months later. Today it contains ninety-two casualties of which nine are unidentified. You will also find three German graves. The majority of the Bois-Grenier casualties from the 25 September attack are in rows A and B. Second Lieutenant Henry Budden (B14) was a former pupil of Bournemouth Grammar School and attached to the 2/Lincolns from 3/Dorsets. He had already had a remarkable escape when fourteen of his mortar platoon were killed by a large calibre shell that landed amongst them in July 1915. He now lies along with ten Lincolnshire soldiers killed on 25 September. The remaining five Lincolnshire officers who were killed in the attack are either commemorated on Panel 3 of the Ploegstreet Memorial or, in the case of Lieutenant George Marshall, buried at Sailly-sur-la-Lys Canadian Cemetery. Spare a moment for 16-year-old Private Clifford Spink (C.9) who was killed serving with 2/Lincolns on 3 August 1915. His elder brother, 24-year-old Sergeant Alfred Spink, was killed two months later serving with 1/4 Lincolns and is commemorated on the Loos Memorial.

To reach Bois-Grenier Communal Cemetery continue along the road towards Bois-Grenier for another 700m, the cemetery is on the left. The earliest 1914 burials were made here and there are now 121 headstones of which 8 are unidentified. The main plot is on the right as you enter the cemetery with two smaller plots on both sides of the central avenue a little further on. The book of remembrance can usually be found in its own stand-alone column on the right of the entrance.

There are nine burials from the 1914 fighting here including Private George Goldfinch (B.13) of 1/East Kents who was killed on 11 November 1914, exactly four years before the Armistice. Captain Thomas Todrick (L.1) was a company commander with 8/Royal Scots and was killed forty-two days after his battalion landed in France, making him the first officer casualty. The former Edinburgh lawyer was killed leading a patrol in no-man’s-land. There are only two casualties from the 25 September 1915 attack here and these are buried next to each other. Second Lieutenant Robert Andrews (F.1), from Banbridge in Co. Down, and Rifleman David Steele (F.2), from Belfast, were serving with 1/Royal Irish Rifles.

To find Brewery Orchard Cemetery continue towards the crossroads in the centre of Bois-Grenier and turn right. The cemetery is 150m further along the D222 on the left and is located in the former orchard which once stood next to the local brewery. The cellar of the brewery buildings served as a dressing station from November 1914. Shielded from enemy observation by the nearby buildings, the cemetery continued to be used until January 1918. There are now 339 casualties buried here along with 5 German graves and 4 casualties from 1940. You will find twenty-two Australian dead of the German trench raid on 5 May 1916 (see Route 1) and at least another twenty who probably died of wounds after that date. The 11/Suffolks spent time in the trenches here during 1916 and although their war diary reported ‘light casualties’ six soldiers from the battalion are buried here. In Plot IV, Row B you will find Privates Harry Wilkins, John Pate, Horace Johnson and Frederick Armstrong. The 24-year-old Captain Osbert Brown, DSO, MC (I.B.5) was a Pembroke College, Cambridge, graduate who initially enlisted in the Rifle Brigade but transferred to the Suffolks on being commissioned. He won the Military Cross in July 1916 and two months later his award of the DSO was announced in the London Gazette. A fearless individual, his death on 2 November 1916 by what was described as a ‘stray bullet’ was a great blow to the battalion. Another Cambridge graduate – King’s College – was 25-year-old Lieutenant Ian Claughton (I.A.6) who was killed on 2 March 1916, probably a victim of random shellfire.

Y Farm Military Cemetery is best reached by returning to the crossroads in Bois-Grenier and continuing straight across on the D222 to take the second minor road on the left – Rue de la Guennerie – you will find the cemetery at the next junction. The cemetery was named after the nearby Wye Farm after it was begun in March 1915. It was closed in February 1918 but after the Armistice casualties were brought in from the surrounding battlefields. The cemetery now contains 820 burials of which 248 are unidentified.


[image: images]

Y Farm Military Cemetery.


There are seven casualties of the 25 September 1915 Bois-Grenier attack buried here, two sappers from 15/Field Company, Lance Corporals Charles Comport (G.19) and Robert Barnes (G.18), who are buried next to each other; their unit was attached to the 8th Division. On the same day 1/8 Middlesex were holding the line east of the Well Farm Salient and although not directly involved in the attack, were heavily shelled later in the day. Of the reported six casualties killed by shellfire, you will find three here. Privates George Silvester (G.20), Ernest Biss (G.21) and Leonard Reed (G.22) are buried near two of their comrades in the same row who probably died from random shellfire and sniping. The numerous other Middlesex men are all from the second battalion and reflect the huge daily price of trench warfare. London-born Rifleman Richard Freestone (L.21) is one of two casualties from the 2/Rifle Brigade attack on Corner Fort. Buried next to him is Captain Charles Hunt (L.22) of D Company, who was one of five officers from the second battalion killed during the attack.

Second Lieutenant Walter Raley (G.32) of 1/5 York and Lancaster regiment was the first officer of this territorial battalion to be killed in action. Educated at Rugby School, the 21-year-old was the son of the first commanding officer of 14/York and Lancs (2nd Barnsley Pals) and was nicknamed ‘Babe’ by his brother officers. He was sniped some 800m behind the front line and died of wounds on 14 May. His brother, Captain William Raley, was killed at Givenchy on 15 June 1915. Their mother, Elizabeth, reportedly died of a broken heart. At 24-years-old, Jersey-born Major Owen Dayot Atkinson MC (A.8) is the youngest senior officer here. He died of wounds on 27 October 1918 whilst serving with 200/Field Company, Royal Engineers. His award of the Military Cross was made in June 1916.

Amongst the six Royal Flying Corps (RFC)/Royal Air Force (RAF) graves are Second Lieutenant Francis Dodd (N.6) who collided in mid-air with Captain John Manuel (N.7) on 10 June 1918, both flying Sopwith Camels from 210 Squadron. Second Lieutenants Reginald Lane (C.93) and A. Heslop (C.94) from 4 Squadron were killed on 9 November 1918 – two days before the Armistice, whilst Captain

Gordon Smith (N.28) from 27 Squadron was killed on 21 August 1917 flying a Martinsyde G102. Another 27 Squadron pilot was Second Lieutenant Maurice Basden (N.29) who was killed on 20 May 1916 flying a Martinsyde G100.

The last cemetery on this tour is Rue-David Military Cemetery. To find it, keep Y Farm Cemetery on your left and continue along the Rue des Tronchons to reach the T-junction with the D176. Turn right along the Rue David to find the cemetery on your right. The cemetery was begun by 2/Royal Scots Fusiliers in December 1914 and closed in December 1917, but enlarged after the Armistice when graves were brought in from the surrounding area. Almost half the 893 burials are unidentified of which 256 are Australian. In addition to the forty-four Indian Corps headstones you will find Private Billy Ellsdale (II.R.44) who died on 7 July 1916 and is thought to be the first aboriginal soldier killed in France.

There are sixty-eight men of the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the Middlesex Regiment here and of these forty-seven men of 1/Middlesex were killed during the fighting at Le Maisnil in late October 1914 when B Company suffered particularly high casualties. Although not a casualty of this engagement, 32-year-old Captain George Evatt (II.A.45) was killed by a sniper on 14 November 1914 whilst the battalion was in the trenches at la Boutillerie. Probably the most well-known officer buried here is Captain Sir Edward Hulse (I.G.40) of 2/Scots Guards who was killed at Neuve Chapelle on 12 March 1915. Hulse was present at the famous Christmas Truce of 1914 and his account, which appeared in most national newspapers, recorded the approach of four Germans across no-man’s-land:
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Captain Sir Edward Hulse.


At 8.30am. a British officer, looking over his parapet, saw four unarmed Germans leave their trenches, which at this point were some 350 to 400 paces distant . . . They stated that they thought it only right to come over and wish us a happy Christmas, trusting us implicitly to keep the peace. The spokesman of the party, who spoke excellent English, asked that a post card – which he wrote forthwith – might be sent to a young woman whom, together with a motor bicycle, he had left in Suffolk. This request was carried out by one of the British officers.

Spare a moment for Birmingham-born Private George Sedgwick (I.C.10) who was killed on 28 August 1915 whilst 1/Worcesters were holding the line north of la Boutillerie. Having enlisted in 1909, he was drafted to France on 5 November 1914 and was shot through the head by a sniper whilst working on the support trenches. Also buried here is Private Cecil Castelli of 13/London Regiment – the Kensingtons (II.H.1). He was the brother of Second Lieutenant Ernest Castelli, also of the Kensingtons, who was killed during their charge at Delangre Farm on 9 May 1915 six weeks after being commissioned (see Route 4). The boys had joined up as privates together with consecutive numbers; Ernest 2087, Cecil 2088. Ernest had cradled Cecil’s body in his arms as his brother died on 4 December 1914. Cecil had originally been buried with four other Kensingtons in the Rue du Bacquerot Old Military Cemetery (Wangerie Post), off the present-day D169 northwest of Fauquissart. His brother Ernest has no known grave and is commemorated on the Ploegsteert Memorial.


Route 2

Neuve Chapelle

A circular tour beginning at: the church at Neuve Chapelle

Coordinates: 50°35 02.63” N – 2°46 51.04” E

Distance: 5.1km/3.2 miles

Suitable for: [image: images] [image: images]

Grade: Easy

Maps: IGN Série Bleue 2404 E – Armentières

General description and context: Neuve Chapelle was taken by the Germans on 26 October 1914 after some desperate fighting that pushed the British and Indian troops back from the Bois du Biez. This short route provides the opportunity to take in some of the more prominent features of the British attack on Neuve Chapelle that took place on 10 March 1915. The route complements the first section of Route 7 which visits several locations not covered by this short stroll around the village. We also point out the locations of six of the nine Victoria Crosses won during the 1915 battle and another which was won in 1914.

The attack had two objectives: the capture of the village itself, and the occupation of the strongly defended Aubers Ridge which lay 4km to the northeast. The brigades selected for the initial assault were the Indian Garhwal Brigade, under the command of Brigadier General Charles Blackader, which was to attack from the west along the line of the D947, and the British 23 and 25 Brigades under the respective commands of Brigadier Generals Reginald Pinney and Arthur Lowry-Cole, whose assembly trenches were just northwest of the D170 – Rue de Carnin. Both assaults were designed to break through the German line from Port Arthur to the Moated Grange, capture the village and broaden the attack towards the Aubers Ridge.

The assault began at 8.05am and was initially very successful, although 23 Brigade in the centre soon ran into difficulties with the uncut German wire. All three brigades took their objectives and very quickly captured the village. The push towards Aubers Ridge was delayed for a variety of reasons – the 7th Division for example was held up for nearly 5 hours whilst waiting for orders to advance – and only began around 4pm over the difficult ground southeast of the village. Poor light and the absence of artillery support together with a determined enemy soon brought progress on the first day to a close.

Overnight the German defences were not only improved but in places were altered and strengthened, but more crucially the 6th Bavarian Reserve Division and units of the XIX (Saxon) Army Corps had arrived as reinforcements. Further attacks by the British and Indian forces made little progress. The inevitable German counter-attack began at 4.30am on 12 March with the intention of capturing all the lost ground. Their efforts failed in much the same way as the British and Indian attack had failed on the previous two days and no further progress was made. The offensive was called off at 10.40pm on 12 March. The German salient that enclosed Neuve Chapelle had been captured but the wider strategic aim of achieving a breakthrough to the Aubers Ridge was in tatters. The casualty figures for the British and Commonwealth forces were around 3,500 killed and 8,500 wounded with German losses almost as high. In 1919 Heathcote William Garrod published a brief poem – ‘Epitaph: Neuve Chapelle’ – in his Worms and Epitaphs which clearly echoed Simonides’ epitaph for the Spartan dead at Thermopylae and Tennyson’s Charge of the Light Brigade: ‘Tell them at home, there’s nothing here to hide: We took our orders, asked no questions, died.

Directions to start: Neuve Chapelle is situated some 12.9 km/8 miles northeast of Béthune and 25.7 km/16 miles southwest of Lille, near the junction of the D947 and D171 roads. From the Indian Memorial at the Port Arthur crossroads follow the D168 past the communal cemetery to the church. Park at the rear of the church.

Route description: Before you visit the church [image: images] of St Christophe – which we suggest you do before you begin the tour – walk across the car park to the rather strange memorial to memory of l’Abbé Lefébvre who was the parish priest from 1868–1912. The memorial features a reproduction of the lower part of the crucifix – a mock tree trunk with lopped branches – that once stood near the church and is often seen in contemporary photographs of Neuve Chapelle. The ‘shell’, which appears embedded in the upright, was apparently found in the original crucifix but it could have been placed there after the war, although a post-war photograph of the crucifix amidst the rubble of the cemetery does appear to show shell-like protrusions. Perhaps these were simply stylized lopped branches? The Christ figure that once adorned the upper part of the crucifix is now inside the church which you will see high up on the left as you enter – still riddled with ‘stigmata’ caused by shell fragments.
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On the right of the entrance is a private memorial to Lieutenant Thomas Pilcher and the officers and men of 2/Rifle Brigade who were killed on 12 March. This takes the form of a brass crucifix which is flanked on either side by the names of the Neuve Chapelle citizens who lost their lives in the war. Pilcher was one of four Rifle Brigade officers who were buried in the former churchyard and whose bodies were destroyed by shellfire. That fact is today marked by a special memorial in Neuve Chapelle British Cemetery. At the far end of the church, to the right of the altar, you will find a religious relic containing an image of the Virgin Mary which was picked up by Private Sydney Calver during the battle for Neuve Chapelle and recently returned by his grandson. Calver was serving with 2/Rifle Brigade at the time and died in England in 1973.
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The Christ figure that once adorned the upper part of the crucifix is now inside the church.
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The reproduction of part of the original crucifix that once stood near the church. The shell is said to have been found embedded in the upright but its origin is open to conjecture.
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The inscription on the private memorial to Lieutenant Thomas Pilcher and the officers and men of 2/Rifle Brigade.


Leave the church and walk round to the Mairie. If the building is open there are two cabinets full of artefacts from the fighting in the surrounding area which are worth looking at if you have time. Outside the Mairie is the imposing local war memorial.

Return to the rear of the church and turn onto the Rue du Moulin. This road is now taking you back along the axis of the attack of 25 Brigade on 10 March. After 100m you will see a CWGC signpost for Neuve Chapelle British Cemetery. Follow these directions to the narrow grass pathway that leads to the cemetery [image: images]. If you look across to the left you will see Neuve Chapelle Farm Cemetery [image: images] in the distance which is sited almost exactly on the old British front line of 10 March. We describe the cemetery in Route 7.

Neuve Chapelle British Cemetery – originally known as Moggs Hole Cemetery – was begun in March 1915 and used until the following November. Today there are over fifty casualties commemorated here, of which a small number are unidentified. Commemorated on the Neuve Chapelle Chuchyard Memorial – originally called a ‘Kipling Memorial’ by the Imperial War Graves Commission, forerunner of the CWGC – are Major Cecil Eustace Harrison, Lieutenants Thomas Pilcher and Eric Gilbey and Second Lieutenant Randall Stewart Mason. The first two were killed instantly during the 25 Brigade advance on 12 March towards a bridge over the stream marked on modern IGN maps as the Rivière des Layes – also known as the Laies on British trench maps. The leading line, led by Major Harrison, simply ‘withered away’ according to the Rifle Brigade Chronicle history. Gilbey was killed shortly afterwards trying to get a wounded man under cover.
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Neuve Chapelle British Cemetery.


Cecil Harrison was born in 1878 and joined the Rifle Brigade in 1898. He served in the defence of Ladysmith at Laing’s Nek and was slightly wounded at Wagon Hill. Mentioned in Despatches, he received the Queen’s Medal with three clasps and the King’s Medal with two clasps. Major Harrison was the son of Robert Harrison who built Shiplake Court in 1890, once used by the BBC and now the private boys’ school Shiplake College on the banks of the River Thames in Oxfordshire.

Strangely there are very few named casualties from the first day of the battle: both 22-year-old Lieutenant Alfred Hewgill Saunders (Sp. Mem. 2) and Private Bartlett Heath (D.1) were serving with 2/Royal Berks and killed on 10 March, as was the battalion adjutant, Captain Thomas Aldworth (Sp. Mem. 1), despite being listed as being killed in action a day later.

Leave the cemetery and either retrace your steps to the Rue du Moulin to visit Neuve Chapelle Farm Cemetery or turn left to follow the grass track towards the private house you can see on the right. This is the Rue des Basses Voies which will take you to the junction with what was known as Signpost Lane [image: images]. If you look across to the left you will be able to see the ground over which 2/Middlesex and 2/Cameronians (Scottish Rifles) advanced. The wire in this sector had not been cut by the 18-pounders of the 8th Division and both units suffered heavily as their advance became a slaughter. Lieutenant Malcolm Kennedy who was with B Company of the Scottish Rifles felt it only took a minute or two to reach the German wire, ‘but even in that short interval of time men were dropping as though some giant scythe were sweeping through their ranks. It was a ghastly sight.’

Turn left when the track meets the road onto the Rue des Cheminées. Just past the bend in the road by the farm buildings is where the original British front line stood on 10 March 1915. If you look across to the left you can see the Cross of Sacrifice of Neuve Chapelle Farm Cemetery and view the ground over which 23 Brigade advanced from the British line. Continue for another 200m to the junction with the D170 [image: images]. Stop here and look across the road to the fields beyond. The road which runs in front of you – Rue de Carnin – marked the dividing line between the first and second-wave battalions that assaulted the German front line on 10 March. Across the road to your left were 1/Royal Irish Rifles, 13/Londons and 2/Rifle Brigade, whilst to the right were 2/West Yorkshire Regiment and 2/Devons. The four first-wave battalions – 2/Royal Berks and 2/Lincolns from 25 Brigade and 2/Scottish Rifles and 2/Middlesex from 23 Brigade – were in position on the front line which was behind the houses bordering the road on the right.

Now turn right and follow the road for 150m to find Ebenezer Farm on your left. This is where Winston Churchill spent the first night of his attachment to 2/Grenadier Guards in November 1915. The farm was the battalion’s front-line headquarters, which Churchill described as a ‘pulverized ruin’. As you walk along this road imagine for a moment the nervousness that must have run through the ranks of the men on the left as they waited for the assault to begin. Some of them would have been glancing at their mates, wondering who would live and who would not, others would be looking stoically ahead trying to blot out the noise from the opening barrage, whilst a few would be murmuring a prayer.

Continue for 400m to a sharp right-hand bend. Ignoring the road as it swings round to the left, go straight ahead to the junction with the D171. Across the road to the left you will see the site of the former Moated Grange Farm. The farm [image: images] was in no-man’s-land on 10 March 1915 but it had been frequently occupied by Germans prior to the attack. The assault on the farm – now called Ferme de Lestré – was the responsibility of 2/West Yorks from 23 Brigade which took the farm with very little opposition. Although it was largely destroyed by 15/Field Company in December 1914 in a bid to deny it to German snipers, a return was made three weeks later by C and D Company of 2/Devons, supported by 2/West Yorks, in an unsuccessful attempt to connect the farm to British lines by digging a trench across no-man’s-land. During the counter-attack Lieutenant Philip Neame, from 15/Field Company, threw a succession of bombs at the enemy allowing the infantry to escape back to their lines. He was awarded the Victoria Cross, survived the war and later won a gold medal in the 1924 Paris Olympic Games in the ‘Deer Running’ shooting event. Neame was a hugely energetic and resourceful man who led a remarkable life. An author, mountain climber, polo player and big game hunter, he fought a tiger in 1933 and was badly mauled. As a lieutenant general he was captured in North Africa in 1941 and was shipped to a POW camp in Italy for two years during which he was involved in many escape attempts. In 1967 he crashed his car killing his brother. Lieutenant General Sir Philip Neame died in Kent on 28 April 1978 aged 89. In 1982 his son – also Philip Neame – led D Company of 2/Battalion Parachute Regiment into action in the Battle of Goose Green/Darwin during the Falklands War.
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The rebuilt Moated Grange Farm.
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Lieutenant Philip Neame VC.


Cross the road with care and continue along the grass track [image: images] of the Rue des Chevaux. This was called the Sunken Road, although today it is no longer sunken. A little after the point where the track bends round to the right was the approximate position of the Orchard on the ground to your left. This was occasionally referred to as Dead Horse Copse [image: images] and on 10 March 1915 was presumed to be heavily defended and, as such, it held up the advance of 21 Brigade – 7th Division – until the survivors of 2/Middlesex rushed the wood to find it deserted. The 21 Brigade battleground was in the fields to the left and on clear days there are good views across to the German strongpoint at the Quadrilateral and Mauquissart, which we visit in Route 7. The fighting in the area to your left resulted in the award of three Victoria Crosses. That to Corporal William Anderson of 2/West Yorks came as a result of the German counter-attack on 12 March when he personally captured over 120 German prisoners after bombing his way along an enemy trench. Anderson’s award was posthumous as was the cross awarded to Private Edward Barber of 1/Grenadier Guards who forced a large number of Germans to surrender. In the same battalion and on the same day, Lance Corporal Wilfred Fuller performed a similar exploit. Both men would have crossed the Sunken Road south of the Orchard the previous day with their battalion before coming under enfilade fire from the Quadrilateral on the Mauquissart road.

Follow the track to the junction with the Rue des Lurons [image: images]. This is the approximate position of a trench system known as the Duck’s Bill – there were several trenches of this name. Directly opposite you is a gated farm track which will take you a little closer to two German blockhouses [image: images] in the field ahead of you. Stand on the edge of the field and you can just make out Piètre on the left. Return to the road and turn left, as you round the bend you will see the two bunkers on the left again. Both these constructions are of a much later vintage than 1915. Continue to the junction with the D168 and turn left. This road will take you down to the small bridge that runs over the Layes Brook. Take care as the bridge [image: images] is easy to miss. When British troops attempted to take this position the brook was considerably larger and a much greater obstacle to progress than it is today. Walk across the bridge and turn to face Neuve Chapelle. This is the eastern bank of the river which was held in force by the Germans who directed a withering fire against the British attacking the Layes Bridge Redoubt. Although the British front line was eventually consolidated some 200m further back along the road towards Neuve Chapelle, at 5.30pm on 10 March 1915 the advance battalions of 21 Brigade had almost reached the Layes Brook when they were halted by the machine-gun fire from the redoubt at this point. The attack on 12 March on the Layes Bridge Redoubt was carried out by two battalions of 25 Brigade. The 1/Royal Irish Rifles historian reported that, ‘almost every man who exposed himself was instantly shot down’. Amongst the dead in this futile attack was 47-year-old Nova Scotia-born Lieutenant Colonel George Laurie – the last officer to enter the British Army with the rank of full lieutenant aged 18 in 1885. Laurie, shot in the head to the right of the nose, had questioned the wisdom of attacking the redoubt before leading his men in the assault, recorded later in a letter by Major Leopold Oldfield of the Royal Artillery:
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The Layes bridge was on the former site of the Layes Bridge Redoubt.


I was told to help the R I Rifles to take some houses and a trench in the evening. I rushed over to arrange with [Laurie], and went into his trenches and among his men. All were very exhausted. He said they simply could not go on. We arranged to attack in the morning. I went to the Brigadier to say so, but found that he was ordered to attack at once. Col. Laurie knew it was almost impossible, but ran off to obey. I rushed to my gun. I just had time to blow in a barn before the time of attack came. His men tried again and again—only to be mown down. The ground between the two lines of trenches was thick with dead of both sides. Colonel Laurie said, ‘Follow me, I will lead you!’ rushed out, and fell gallantly, shot dead at the head of his men.

Laurie was buried by the side of his adjutant, Captain Allan O’Halloran Wright – killed the following day – in a little garden between two houses on the western side of Neuve Chapelle but lies now in Pont-du-Hem Military Cemetery, La Gorgue. Wright’s body was never recovered and he is remembered on the Le Touret Memorial.

Now turn to the right and look along the Layes Brook towards the Indian Memorial in the distance. At the same time as 21 Brigade was digging in here the battalions of the Dehra Dun Brigade were crossing the Layes Brook under fire which enabled 2/2 Gurkhas to reach the western edge of the Bois du Biez. We are told they rampaged through the wood taking prisoners and ‘roaming the wood at will’. It was not until 8.00pm that they were instructed to retire to the western bank of the Layes Brook.
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Lieutenant Colonel George Laurie.


Continue to the T-junction with the D41a [image: images] where there is a calvary on the right-hand side. You may wish to detour briefly to see the 303 Squadron Memorial to Pilot Officer Jozef Bondar [image: images] who was shot down in June 1941. You will find the memorial 50m to the left. Turn right at the junction to see the dense mass of the Bois du Biez – which we describe in Route 7 – on your left. Continue for another 650m to a crossroads and turn right onto the Ruelle de Cure. This is Brewery Road [image: images] which will take you back in the direction of Neuve Chapelle. As you cross the Layes Brook glance across to your left. During the initial attack on 10 March 1915 the 1/39 Garhwal Rifles should have been heading towards the village which lay northeast, instead they were advancing eastwards and towards you. Their progress was halted by uncut German wire and a very determined company from IR 16 and it was not until later in the day when Private William Buckingham and A Company, 2/Leicesters, arrived to dislodge the German defence. Buckingham’s efforts in rescuing wounded men during this operation, and again two days later, earned him the Victoria Cross.
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The memorial to Pilot Officer Jozef Bondar.
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William Henry Buckingham VC.


Continue to the edge of the sports field on your right and stop [image: images]. The open ground on the right, which looks across to a group of houses, was not only a maze of trenches and drainage ditches but the scene of a double Victoria Cross action. On 11 March 2/Rifle Brigade was waiting for the orders to advance, orders which finally arrived just after midday. The resulting attack was a disaster but orders came to renew it ‘regardless of loss’, over the same fire-swept ground. The attack by D Company on the right was held up by thickets of uncut British barbed wire which would have to be cut in full view of the Germans before the attack could go in. CSM Harry Daniels was ordered to send men to cut it but he could not bring himself to choose. Daniels was a hard man; forged in a difficult childhood – his boyhood nickname had been ‘Spitfire’ – he exuded a tireless spirit and boundless energy. Gymnast, boxer and amateur battalion thespian, he was a man of many talents and a born leader. Instead of detailing a party to go to what he felt was almost ‘certain death’ he simply turned to his friend Corporal Tom Noble with the words, ‘Come on Tom: get some nippers’. Under a hail of fire both men crawled out and worked frantically and both were hit but succeeded in cutting a passage through. Despite such valour it was not enough. The attack was a failure and 258 men of 2/Rifle Brigade were killed or wounded. Tom Noble died of his wounds the following day. He is buried in Longuenesse Souvenir Cemetery St Omer. Harry Daniels – ‘Dan VC’ – survived his wound, was commissioned and served until 1942, retiring as a lieutenant colonel. He died in 1953 aged 69, a hero to the last.

At the junction with the D171 you will see the church opposite. The former brewery buildings stood on this crossroads. Cross the road with care to find your vehicle.


Route 3

Aubers

A circular tour beginning at: the church in Aubers

Coordinates: 50°35 43.82” N – 2°49 30.56” E

Distance: 4.3km/2.6 miles

Suitable for: [image: images] [image: images]

Grade: Easy

Maps: IGN Série Bleue 2404 E – Armentières

General description and context: The village of Aubers was twinned with Wadhurst in East Sussex in 1990, a formal charter being signed during a ceremony in 2000 that marked the 10th anniversary of the twinning and the 95th anniversary of the Battle of Aubers Ridge. During the battle of 9 May 1915 twenty-five men from Wadhurst were killed and another in the Boar’s Head attack in 1916. The Aubers Ridge is a hog’s back feature some 5km wide and 15km long running southwest–northeast that directly shielded the German supply centres and the major rail hub of Lille some 17km to the east. The ridge, which barely rises more than 15m above the surrounding plain, is a mere ‘speedbump’ compared to other significant features along the Western Front such as Vimy Ridge further south or Mount Kemmel to the north, yet it completely dominates the ground to the north and west. Little wonder then that it was the target of a major British offensive in 1915.

Aubers village was taken by 9 Brigade on 17 October 1914 along with Herlies and part of the ridge. Two days later 2/Royal Irish took Le Pilly. These gains were, however, lost within a few days as the Germans captured the village and pushed on down the northern slope to extend their grip onto the plain below. Aubers remained firmly in German hands – it appears as Buchheim on their maps – until October 1918. The crest of the ridge and the front-line system below it were continually strengthened by the Germans with trenches and, later, concrete blockhouses which were organised in depth, many of which were connected to mains electricity. When the village was overrun by the British in 1918 twelve observation posts were found concealed within the village itself, causing Lieutenant Colonel Rowland Feilding of 1/5 Civil Service Rifles to comment that, ‘never in the course of the war, have I seen anything so elaborate . . . they have certainly put their best work into their defences here’. Our route begins some 1.8km behind the former German front line and, after turning northeast along the Rue Neuve, runs parallel with the German front line before turning east to return to Aubers via the communal cemetery.

Directions to start: Aubers village is best approached from the D141 which runs from Fromelles to Illies. Drive through the village and park by the church and village war memorial.
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The Battle Site Memorial Garden in Aubers village.


Route description: With the church [image: images] on your left go past the Mairie – also to your left and set back from the road – and continue straight ahead to the crossroads [image: images] with the prominent calvary on the far side. Turn right onto the D41 – marked on British trench maps as Rue d’Enfer but known to the Germans as Leier-Strasse – and continue downhill for 150m and stop. Opposite you will see the recently completed Battle Site Memorial Garden [image: images]. The garden – a joint venture between Aubers and Wadhurst – is situated on what, by the summer of 1918, had become the German third line defences running left to right across the road in front of you. In 1918 you would have been standing amongst several belts of wire protecting the trenches dug a little way back up the hill. Contemporary British maps show Novel Trench on the north of the road running back towards the village and Noodle Trench to the south heading towards Bas Pommereau.

Continue downhill to the next turning on the right – Rue Basse – and stop again. If you look across to your left you will see two blockhouses [image: images] in the field, one of which was marked on German trench maps of 1916 as the Strohhof. Now take the cycle and pedestrian path on the right for 250m, tracing exactly the line of a German light railway – the Leier-Bahn – of summer 1915, until you pass the last house on the right. Look over the fence into the field and you should be able to see [image: images] the remnants of a communication trench construction and dugout made of concrete. The house – Ordonnanzhaus – and buildings on this site were used as a German battalion HQ and medical aid post. German trench maps of the period show that a communication trench called Niedermeier-Graben ran in the fields alongside the road from the Rue Basse to a point just before the roundabout ahead of you. There it crossed the road and ran for a further 625m terminating behind the site of the German front line at the sharp right-hand bend in the D41 where that road crosses the Layes Brook and become Rue de Trivelet.

Continue to the roundabout, the Wadhurst Roundabout [image: images]. If you turn left along the D41a, signposted Neuve Chapelle and Lorgies, a short diversion of 600m will bring you to the Chemin du Moulin Piètre, at the end of which you will find the site of the former mill. This was an objective ‘too far’ for the Indian Corps on 25 September 1915 during the Action of Piètre, the most southerly of the three Loos diversionary attacks (see Route 7). From the track to the south of the old mill there are good views to the west and southwest across the Indian Corps’ battlefield that day towards Neuve Chapelle.

If you are intending to leave Piètre for another occasion, however, turn right at the Wadhurst Roundabout along the Rue Neuve and follow the road round the S-bend in the direction of the tall concrete observation post [image: images] you can see ahead of you on the left. This construction is exactly on the line of what the Germans called Franke-Graben and the British called Clara Trench, a long communication trench connecting Aubers village with Devil’s Jump, a slight salient in the German front line opposite the British-held village of Fauquissart. There are numerous concrete blockhouses along this track which are worthy of closer inspection. Recent research by Peter Barton for his new study of the 1916 battle – The Lost Legions of Fromelles (1914) – reveals that German concrete structures were absent in 1915 when the British attacked over the ground here. Although some pillboxes had undoubtedly been constructed in the rear, any that existed in the front line were still relatively few and far between, even by 19/20 July 1916 when the Battle of Fromelles was fought. Many of those you see on the battlefield today, especially near the old German front-line areas, were constructed in 1917. This is certainly the case with the large blockhouse you will find 200m further along the track on the left, after another S-bend.
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The observation post on the Rue Neuve.


Continue past the fishing lakes on your right; the track bends left and right until it takes a 90 degree bend to the left and, after a short distance another 90 degree bend to the right. Stop just before the bend. The church with the squat spire you can see slightly off to the left [image: images] is that of Fauquissart, whilst Aubers church is behind you on the ridge.

Although this stretch of the German line did not come under direct assault on 9 May 1915, it was included in the plans for the attack by units of the British 61st Division on 19 July 1916 as part of the British/Australian attack on Fromelles; an assault that was to prove a costly failure for both divisions and one that, strategically, was quite unnecessary.


[image: images]

Concrete German blockhouses still remain on the battlefield almost a century after they were first constructed.
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Taking the line of the road you are on as a guide, extend it out into the pancake-flat fields for some 800m. It was there – beyond the line of the Layes Brook – that the German front line formed the Wick Salient before it ran northeast – to your right – for 1,250m to the site of the larger and more infamous Sugar Loaf Salient. Over to your left, a further kilometre distant, the German line crossed the Rue de Trivelet at Devil’s Jump on the extreme right flank of the 19 July 1916 attack. Machine guns in the Wick Salient covered both Devil’s Jump and the western faces of the Sugar Loaf.

Imagine now looking out over these same fields over a year earlier, in the spring of 1915. See the long line of high, German breastworks – made of sandbags and open to the rear – rising up from the plain. This method of construction – building up from ground level – was similar to that adopted by the British in this sector at the same time due to the low-lying nature of the ground and the numerous intersecting dykes and ditches. But in March 1915, after the British had penetrated their front-line defences and captured the village of Neuve Chapelle just 4km southwest of where you are now standing, the Germans had brought in more men – the 6th Bavarian Reserve Division – and began to improve their defences substantially. Beefing up their parapets and shelters, they constructed rifle positions and machine-gun platforms of timber to enable them to fire over the parapets and thickened their barbed wire obstacles. In the ditches beyond their front line they heaped yet more wire out of sight of British observation. Vastly superior now than the British defences, there were other striking differences visible across no-man’s-land; one British officer remarked that the German breastwork snaking across the plain and shining in the sun was faced with ‘black and coloured sandbags’ reminiscent of ‘a long chessboard’. The use of black and dark-coloured sandbags was not simply random; they had a specific tactical purpose which was not lost on the British. Another anonymous British officer wrote enviously to his wife that:

The German trenches are very cute; they are like a chess-board, and you can’t see which is loophole and which is not, on account of the black and white. You probably get a man firing all day at what he thinks is a loophole, and it is really only a black sandbag. You can imagine how much easier it is to see a man’s head over just a plain yellow sandbag trench than over one which is black and white. I don’t know if [our] sandbags can be dyed or not, any strong black material would do. The Germans even use the bolsters out of ruined houses. A few black sandbags would go a long way.

The now heavily defended Wick Salient out in front of you was attacked by 2/6 Battalion of the Royal Warwickshire Regiment on 19 July 1916. To its right was its sister 2/7 Royal Warwicks, whilst to its left were two battalions of 183 Brigade – 2/6 and 2/4 Gloucesters – with 184 Brigade – 2/4 Royal Berkshire Regiment and 2/1 Bucks – on the far left in touch with the Australian 15 Brigade. The divisional boundary between the British 61st and Australian 5th Divisions was a few metres east of the Sugar Loaf Salient. There no-man’s-land was at its widest – 400m or so – and the combination of machine-gun fire and low, flat ground with little or no cover, spelt disaster, not only for the British but for the Australian 15 Brigade to the east of the salient as enemy machine-gun fire enfiladed the attacking infantry to east and west.

Incredibly, sally ports in the breastworks were used as the principal method of ‘going over the top’ when the attack started at 5.30pm. These gateways were immediately targeted by German gunners who wreaked havoc on the British assault battalions up and down the line. The attack on the Wick Salient by 2/6 Warwicks was over almost before it began. Flurries of German bombs and torrents of rifle and machine-gun bullets tore into A and C Companies, killing company commanders William Simms and ex-solicitor Aubrey Coulton, the latter of whom had been married for less than a year. Coulton’s company advanced in four waves; Sergeant Bigland was in charge of the second wave with his company commander behind him in the third:

Captain Coulton was ten yards or so to my left and during the rush got in front of me. He turned round and shouted ‘Come on Bigland’ (I had picked up a bag of bombs, having my rifle broken), and while turning round . . . he was hit . . . about 60 yards from the enemy’s trenches.

The following waves of B Company suffered a similar fate; Birmingham-born Oxford graduate 28-year-old Captain Thomas Wathes was shot in the head as he urged his men on. Major General Colin Mackenzie, 61st Division’s commander, later wrote:

6th Warwicks were within 80 yards of the German trenches when the guns lifted, and the front lines had reached the wire when machine guns, handled with great bravery from the top of the German parapet, opened up on them with great effect . . . the supporting company was close up, and advanced gallantly . . . and a few men are reported to have entered the German trenches. Nine officers and 220 men, however, had been hit and the attack failed.

Only about 100 men reached the German parapet alive and there were quickly overcome. The bodies of Aubrey Coulton and Thomas Wathes were never found and they are remembered on the Ploegsteert Memorial to the Missing. William Simms lies in Aubers Ridge British Cemetery.

Initially, 2/7 Warwicks were more successful in that they captured the German front line and penetrated the support lines. However, the failure of 2/6 Warwicks to subdue the Wick Salient left them open to counter-attack on both flanks. Once the Germans had retaken their front line the forward units of 2/7 were quickly isolated and surrounded.

Continue – the track here was known as Kreuz-Strasse to the Germans – to meet the junction [image: images] with the Rue Deleval. Stop here. On a clear day you can see the distant outline of Mont Kemmel to the north and if you went straight on you would eventually arrive at the Australian Memorial Park. We are going to turn right but before that look across to your left.

You are now roughly in the centre of the British 61st Division’s attack of 19 July 1916. 750m or so out in the fields slightly to your right 2/4 Gloucesters came under heavy fire from an estimated four machine guns in what Lieutenant James Wyatt called, ‘more a massacre than a battle . . . the leading platoons were practically wiped out at once and no-one could get any further. The other Regiments on our flanks got it worse if anything.’ One of those regiments was 2/6 Gloucesters to Wyatt’s right, whose men had barely cleared their own breastworks before they were cut down by machine-gun fire and shrapnel out in the fields 700m directly ahead of you.
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A section from a 1917 trench map depicting the German front line on the right and clearly showing Devil’s Jump, the Wick Salient and the Sugar Loaf. The Rue Deleval can be seen running parallel to, and east of, the front line.


Further to your right, in the area of 184 Brigade, 2/4 Royal Berkshire Regiment and 2/1 Bucks were hit hard in the assembly trenches by German artillery even before the attack began. Worse was to come, Captain Geoffrey Christie-Miller of 2/1 Bucks noting with alarm that ‘When the time came . . . for the assaulting infantry to move out, the sally ports were effectively covered by machine-gun fire and progress was impossible’.

As the first companies exited through the sally ports they were in full view of the German machine-gunners who poured a devastating fire into the lines of hapless men. Climbing the parapet to rally his troops, 37-year-old Lieutenant Colonel John Beer, commanding 2/4 Royal Berks, was killed in a desperate attempt to continue the advance. The 2/1 Bucks were tasked with taking the Sugar Loaf across some 400m of no-man’s-land. Few men reached the German front line. Captain Ivor Stewart-Liberty of 2/1 Bucks lost a leg in the fighting but survived and was recuperating in England when news came through on 23 August 1916 that he had been awarded the Military Cross for his ‘complete disregard of personal danger and . . . fine example under heavy fire [he] gave great encouragement to his men. He kept them together in the assault under heavy machine-gun fire and led them to the enemy’s trenches.’ Stewart-Liberty was rescued by Sergeant J. Petty who received the Military Medal for his actions. Stewart-Liberty was the nephew of, and became successor to, Sir Arthur Lasenby Liberty, the founder of the now world-famous Liberty & Co. of Regent Street, London.

By 7pm the 61st Division’s attack had come to a halt. The remark uttered by Lieutenant General Sir Richard Haking, commanding XI Corps, after the battle that ‘The 61st Division were not sufficiently imbued with the offensive spirit to go in like one man at the appointed time’ only added insult to the grievous injury of the divisional ‘butcher’s bill’ of 1,547 casualties. It was a remark that stuck and subsequently clouded the reputation of a division that suffered heavily – as did their Australian neighbours – in an attack that was practically doomed from the outset.

Turn right at the junction on to Rue Deleval. You are now travelling along the line of a light railway – the Isartal Bahn, named after a river south of Munich in Bavaria – which followed the line of the road all the way up the ridge to Aubers. It was an essential supply route for the front-line garrisons. Continue to the large residential house on the left with the metal gates. Stop here and look across into the fields beyond the building where you will see a large blockhouse [image: images], which in all probability was a local command centre. Continue to No. 87 on the right where there is another large blockhouse in the garden which has obviously seen use in the past as a garden store. A further 200m along the road you will see the Rue du Bois Laval [image: images] on the left. Although we give directions to the ‘Hitler-Bunker’ in Route 4, it is possible to reach it along the Rue du Bois Laval. Continue for approximately 1km to the Ferme Martel – passing numerous blockhouses and fishing lakes on the way. If the crops are not high you should see a large blockhouse [image: images] come into view in a field to the left of a line of tall trees to your left front. This is the Abbiette or Hitler-Bunker. Continue – the road becomes a rough track as the ground opens out to either side – and where the road bends sharp right before a house, take the track off to the left heading towards a scrubby bank with several clumps of trees surrounding a fishing lake. As the track peters out walk along the field’s edge to the far end of the trees and, crops allowing, you will see the platoon-sized bunker complete with machine-gun platforms squatting in the field off to your right.
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The German blockhouse situated in the garden of No. 87 on the Rue Deleval.


Adolf Hitler, who had served as a company runner with 16 BRIR – the List Regiment after its first commanding officer – in this sector at the time of the Battle of Fromelles, returned to the area after the Fall of France in June 1940. Local legend had it that a pillbox to the north of the D141 on the crest of the ridge between Aubers and Fromelles was the one in which Hitler had sheltered as a soldier and many tours stopped there to point it out, but a photograph of Hitler posing with one foot raised on the rear platform of this larger bunker has led to other theories. Imagine now Hitler’s motorcade of open-topped cars and motorcycle outriders – swastika pennants fluttering – pulling up on the track you came along, as it did on 26 June 1940. Imagine too his entourage of more than twenty – including former BRIR 16 comrades Max Amman and Ernst Schmidt – striding purposefully down the path towards you then across the field to the bunker and ask yourself a question: why would Hitler make a point of visiting this very structure in such an inaccessible place and pose for photographs taken by his official photographer, Heinrich Hoffmann, if it held no meaning for him? He must have had some connection to this very spot. Given the logic, this bunker is a much better candidate for the Hitler-Bunker than any other in the area. Unlike the Führer, if your feet are muddy by now you will probably not have anyone to clean your shoes; a task Hitler’s valet Heinz Linge performed with alacrity before his leader got back in his car!

Retrace your route to the junction with the Rue du Bois Laval, turn left and continue through the bend – there is another blockhouse in a scrubby field behind the house on the point of the bend on your right – to reach a marked pedestrian pathway [image: images] on the right after 80m. Take care here as it is easy to miss. Follow the path and the church soon comes into view. At the junction of the road turn left; the gates of Aubers Communal Cemetery [image: images] will be on your left. This is the eastern end of the Rue Basse which we first encountered near the Battle Site Memorial Garden.

Enter the cemetery through the main gate framed with two ancient stone columns and walk along the main, central path. The cemetery is a simple reminder that the war was fought not only by the Allied armies but also encompassed the civilian populations of France and Belgium. About 15m along the path on the right, you will find the grave of 23-year-old Jules Dumoulin of the 162nd Infantry Regiment who died at La Harazée during the fighting in the Argonne on 1 July 1915. On the other side of the concourse is the grave of Louis Adolphe Barbry (30) who was conscripted in 1904 and was killed in action on 8 October 1914, whilst further along on the right is a large tomb with two stone crosses commemorating Sophie Jourdain who was ‘killed by a German soldier at La Gorgue’ in April 1918 aged 74. All three feature on the village war memorial next to the church. Before you leave walk to the far end of the cemetery and on the right, partially hidden by a hedge, is another blockhouse in a private garden. After leaving the cemetery turn left to go uphill and at the junction turn right to reach the church and your vehicle.
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The church at Aubers with the village war memorial which commemorates several names of those buried in the communal cemetery.


To find Aubers Ridge British Cemetery retrace your route to the crossroads with the D41 and turn right to reach the T-junction. Turn left towards Fromelles continuing 500m to the next junction. Turn right here towards Herlies and follow the road for 500m, the Cemetery can be found on the left-hand side.

Aubers Ridge British Cemetery

Plot I consists almost entirely of the graves of unidentified Australian soldiers, killed in the Attack at Fromelles in July 1916, and Plot II is almost entirely contains graves of soldiers of the 61st Division, killed in the same battle. The remaining plots cover the fighting in October 1914, the Battle of Neuve Chapelle, the Battles of Aubers Ridge and Festubert and the final advance in October 1918. The last graves were brought here in 1925. There are now over 700 casualties commemorated on this site. Of these, nearly 450 remain unidentified. A special memorial is erected to Lieutenant Donald Mackintosh of 1/Northumberland Fusiliers who is believed to be buried amongst them.
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Aubers Ridge British Cemetery.


Amongst the thirty-one identified soldiers from the 61st Division attack in July 1916 is 29-year-old Captain William Simms (VI.B.9) of 2/6 Royal Warwicks who commanded A Company in the fighting for the Wick Salient. Ipswich-born Company Sergeant Major Thomas Frost (V.E.6) of 4/Suffolks was killed on 11 March 1915 during the battalion’s attack near the Bois du Biez. Captain Wilfred Maunsell (32) (V.F.9) was adjutant of 2/Cameronians (Scottish Rifles) and had been a regular soldier since 1902. Fluent in both French and German, this talented officer was killed on 8 February 1915. Captain Charles Spencer (35) (IV.F.3) of 2/Devonshire Regiment was another experienced regular officer who failed to survive 1914. Killed on 18 December whilst leading his men in an attack on the Moated Grange Farm near Neuve Chapelle, he left a widow and a 4-year-old son.

There are four casualties of the final advance to victory from 16/Royal Sussex (Sussex Yeomanry) buried here. Private Hedley Cummins (41) (V.A.5) was killed on 10 October 1918 by enemy shellfire near Locon, Lance Corporal Frank Heather (V.A.3) was killed by shellfire at Quinquibus on 11 October and Private William MacDonald (IV.A.9) during a German raid on A Company’s trenches on 13 October. The last, Sergeant William Duck (VI.B.18), who had been with the battalion in Gallipoli before it arrived in France, was killed leading a patrol on 14 October. Finally, before you leave pay a visit to Pilot Officer Jozef Bondar (VI.G.2) in the top left-hand corner, almost opposite the war stone (see Route 7).
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The original grave marker that was placed on the grave of Captain Wilfred Maunsell before his remains were reinterred at Aubers Ridge.


Route 4

Fromelles and Pheasant Wood

A circular tour beginning at: the Australian Memorial Park

Coordinates: 50°37 04.79” N – 2°50 07.40” E

Distance: 7.1km/4.4 miles

Suitable for: [image: images] [image: images]

Grade: Easy

Toilets: Pheasant Wood Museum

Maps: IGN Série Bleue 2404 E – Armentières

General description and context: On 20 October 1914, 19 Infantry Brigade was ordered to occupy the villages of Fromelles and Le Maisnil. The brigade was forced to retire the next day in the face of fierce artillery fire and determined infantry attacks and 2/Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders and 1/Middlesex suffered heavy casualties. The British dead were buried in what had now become German territory. There was heavy fighting in this area during December 1914 as the British attempted to improve their positions at the foot of the Aubers Ridge, fighting which again took a heavy toll in dead and wounded.

Following the British capture of Neuve Chapelle in March 1915, the Germans reinforced their line in this sector with more men – bringing in the 6th Bavarian Reserve Division – and set about constructing, amongst others, strongpoints which the British, and later the Australians, came to know as the Wick and Sugar Loaf Salients (see the trench map in Route 3). Fromelles came under attack again during the Battle of Aubers Ridge on 9 May 1915 when it was included in the northern sector attack by IV Corps. The main attack from the Rue du Bois trenches (see Route 5) was designed to link up with a secondary assault opposite Fromelles, which was to be carried out in the first instance by the 8th Division. This brief and bloody battle was carried out in support of the larger French attack on Vimy further to the south. In the event both were hopeless failures. The Aubers offensive was called off after 15 hours of desperate fighting at a cost of over 11,000 casualties. On the Fromelles front alone the 8th Division suffered nearly 5,000 casualties, including Brigadier General Arthur Lowry Cole who died whilst commanding 25 Brigade.

In July 1916, yet another attack was launched on the German lines over almost exactly the same ground as that of the northern attack of the Battle of Aubers Ridge. This was intended to prevent the Germans from sending units from this sector to reinforce their divisions on the Somme front – then the scene of a major Allied offensive. On the evening of 19 July, the men of the British 61st Division and the 5th (Australian) Division, most of whom had little experience of combat on the Western Front, advanced towards a well-prepared, well-organized and determined enemy. Despite the efforts of 2/7 Royal Warwicks at breaking into the German line at Devil’s Jump and pushing on to the support line on the extreme right flank of the attack, withering machine-gun fire forced most of the units of the 61st Division to retreat before they had even reached the German lines. 2/7 Royal Warwicks held on grimly in the German lines for 1¾ hours before they were swamped by relentless German counter-attacks; the Germans even turning two captured British Vickers machine guns on to the British line.

To begin with, the Australians fared better and managed to overrun the German forward trenches east of the Sugar Loaf Salient but, like the Warwicks on the extreme right, they were unable to hold their hard-won and newly captured positions and the attack was called off the next day. In this way yet more instances of selfless courage and tableaux of tragedy were layered on the very ground that had already witnessed more than its fair share of suffering. It is largely forgotten today but – taken metre for metre – this relatively short stretch of Flanders held by British and Australian troops has perhaps witnessed more blood, misery and extraordinary acts of self-sacrifice than any of the larger, more iconic and well-visited British battlefields on the Western Front.

Directions to start: Fromelles can be approached from the A25 (Junction 6) via Escobecques and Le Maisnil, or from the direction of Armentières via Fleurbaix. The Australian Memorial Park can be found on the D22C which runs north from Fromelles.
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Route description: The idea for the Australian Memorial Park [image: images] had its origins in the long campaign of Australian historian John Laffin to raise a memorial to the Australian Corps at Hamel on the Somme. Air-Vice Marshal Alan Heggen, the then Director of the Office of Australian War Graves, supported the idea but was also drawn by the notion of a memorial at Fromelles – a memorial that would reflect the devotion of the Diggers to their wounded and dying comrades and the unbroken triumph of the Australian spirit. Land was procured and it was officially opened on 5 July 1998 by Bruce Scott, the Australian Minister of Veterans’ Affairs, and M. Alain Ohrel, Prefet of the Nord region.
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The Australian Memorial and the Cobbers statue.


For Australian visitors this is probably the most important site within the area fought over by units of the 5th Australian Division during their disastrous assault on the German line on 19/20 July 1916. Australian casualties amounted to 5,533 – with almost 2,000 killed – in an effort to prevent German reserves from moving to the Somme front, most of which were incurred in a 12–14-hour period. It was around the area of the park that some of the fiercest hand-to-hand fighting of the entire battle took place.

Yet the Battle of Fromelles also involved the British 61st Division – which suffered almost 1,500 casualties of which 537 were killed – and as a result of the Battle of Aubers Ridge on 9 May 1915, British dead, who had died in equally bitter hand-to-hand fighting, lay thickly in the fields on and around this very spot. Many bodies of the British dead of 9 May that had not been recovered still lay out between the lines when the July 1916 attack went in. There are many who believe this park should not only commemorate the action at Fromelles in 1916 but should be dedicated to the men of all nations who fell at Fromelles during the course of the entire war. Currently, the only information panels to be found in the park relate to the 1916 attack and focus almost entirely on the Australian 5th Division with barely a mention of the British involvement in 1914 and 1915. British visitors to the area could be left with the impression that there was little involvement by British units in the fighting around this sector.

The park is located on the site of a sector of the former German front line manned by BRIR 3/21 in July 1916 and is an emotional place. The drunken remains of German concrete blockhouses incorporated into the landscape lend a menacing aura to the serenity of the manicured lawns and surrounding fields but the park’s centrepiece is a jewel. Dominating the surrounding area is a 2.1m-high statue sculpted in bronze by Melbourne sculptor Peter Corlett. The story behind the statue is based on real events. On the night of 20 July, driven mad by the agonized cries and screams of their wounded mates lying helpless in no-man’s-land, Australians took their lives in their hands to go out repeatedly to pick up their mates. One of those who made repeated trips was Sergeant Simon Fraser, a 40-year-old farmer from Victoria, serving with 57 Battalion AIF. On one trip Fraser was carrying a man back from beneath the German wire when another cried out ‘don’t forget me, Cobber’. That cry has become part of Australian folklore and Simon Fraser has himself now become immortalized in bronze, carrying the figure of a wounded mate from 60 Battalion over his shoulder. Appropriately enough, the sculpture is universally known as ‘Cobbers’.

Several years ago one of the authors was lucky enough to meet Simon Fraser’s great-nephew at the statue. He told how Fraser had been a rugged farmer and superb horseman and how he had joined up leaving his dog in the care of his sister with the words ‘look after him for me until I get back’. He also revealed another angle on the ‘Cobbers’ tale. Not only had the phrase ‘don’t forget me, Cobber’ been uttered by a wounded man to Simon Fraser, but the family story was that the indomitable sergeant, on carrying yet another wounded man back to safety, would whisper to others as he passed, ‘Hold hard Cobber, I’m coming back for you.’ Simon Fraser never saw his sister or his dog again. He was killed during the Australian attack at Bullecourt on 11 May 1917.
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Jon Cooksey (right) standing with Simon Frazer’s great-nephew at the Australian Memorial Park. VC Corner Cemetery can just be seen in the top right of the photograph.


Look back 250m up the road and note the cluster of fine hornbeam trees which mark the site of VC Corner Cemetery. These make a superb landmark as they can be seen from many parts of the Fromelles battlefield given the open and otherwise featureless landscape. We suggest you make your visit after completing the tour.

Keeping the Australian Memorial Park on your left, continue down the road – Rue Delvas – towards Fromelles – the Germans called it Tommy-Strasse – and take the first turning on the right at the former estaminet on the corner onto the Rue Deleval. After 100m stop.

The German front line of 19 July 1916 ran some 125m away in the fields to your right, parallel to the road here for the first 100m or so, before it swung away from the line of the road and ran towards the line of the Layes Brook. Looking back towards the Australian Memorial Park, the attack of the Australian 53 Battalion came across the fields towards you on the evening of 19 July 1916, from their front line in the vicinity of VC Corner Cemetery on either side of the hornbeam trees. Charging across no-man’s-land here, the men of A Company on the right flank of 53/Battalion were hit by enfilade fire from their right; the result of the lack of progress of the Australian 15 Brigade to their immediate right and the failure of the British 2/1 Bucks Battalion beyond to subdue the Sugar Loaf. The battalion’s commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Ignatius Norris, was killed as he mounted the German parapet yelling, ‘Come on lads! Only another trench to take.’ With many other officers hit, command of the 53rd fell on the shoulders of 21-year-old Captain Charles Arblaster who swept over the German breastwork with the supporting waves in search of the German support line. Some of the Australians even managed to get across the road here and penetrated as far as a third trench – in reality a ditch that had been part of the original 1914 German defences – which ran parallel to the road just a few metres away to your left. It is interesting to note that on 9 May 1915, the British broke into the German lines to almost exactly the same depth as the Australians at this point. As the attack of 60 Battalion AIF to Captain Arblaster’s right had been all but destroyed and he was under enfilade fire, he pulled his men back to a string of posts running parallel to the road some 50m out into the fields before his line curved away from you back towards the German front line at a point opposite the slight right-hand kink in the road ahead.

Continue and after 125m a cluster of buildings comes up on your left. This was the site of Delaporte Farm on British maps but the Germans knew it as the Weisses-Haus – the White House – or the Haus mit weissem Zaun – house with the white fence. It was from this point during the final stages of the Battle of Aubers Ridge that relentless German counter-attacks under Major Arnold succeeded in breaking the resistance of the British who were clinging to their meagre gains in the German lines. As the Australians did on 19 July 1916, so on 9 May 1915, 2/Rifle Brigade had broken through the German wire by advancing skilfully under cover of the smoke and, according to the BRIR 16 regimental account, ‘jumped into our trench at a strength of about 70 men by using a colza field . . . in addition to ditches for [their] approach’. Colza is the German term for oilseed rape – imagine British soldiers crawling carefully through untended swathes of the crop flowering bright yellow in no-man’s-land in early May. In addition to driving over the road a little way behind you they penetrated as far as the line of the road east of the Rouges Bancs junction beyond but the Germans were determined to drive them out:

Night had fallen, a beautiful starlit heaven. Now all company commanders are ordered by Major Arnold to gather near ‘Haus mit weißem Zaun’ and an intense briefing takes place, leading to the order to carry out a new attack at 2.45am. [1.45am British time]. At 2.45 sharp the 1st and 3rd Companies attack frontally, but they cannot advance until their left flank is covered by the 4th company under its dashing Oberleutnant der Reserve Gebhardt. 4th Kompanie throws itself onto the enemy with ‘Hurra’, receiving heavy fire in return, Leutnant der Reserve Keller is a shot in the stomach. Two hostile MG bring the attack of 1st and 3rd companies to a halt; they become our next targets. Oberleutnant Gebhardt orders one party of the company to approach through the trench by using hand grenades, whilst the rest supports the attack moving forward at ground level. At this moment brave Unteroffizier Höck jumps up and pushes the enemy back step-by-step along the trench by throwing one grenade after another. The shapes of the English stand out sharply against the background, offering excellent targets to our riflemen. A break in the firing of the English MG is used by Oberleutnant Gebhardt to jump into the trench himself and carry on the attack.

With Bavarians now seeping in behind them, German accounts record that those British soldiers who did not surrender were ‘killed by hand grenade or rifle butt’ and that by 4.00am the entire position was ‘back in our hands, 50 prisoners and two MG are our bounty’. It seems barely believable but almost exactly the same sequence of events occurred in the early hours of 20 July 1916 as the Germans prepared to eject what remained of Captain Charles Arblaster’s 53 Battalion from its lodgement in the German lines out to your right and running back to the line of the Rue Delvas after some seven hours of occupation. It was from the Unterer Heckengraben – the final stretch of a long communication trench which led from Fromelles directly to the ruins of the Haus mit weissem Zaun which stood here – that the final attack developed under the leadership of Leutnant Arnold. Reaching their own front line the Germans worked behind Arblaster’s men effectively isolating 53 Battalion.

A final desperate charge back over the captured ground towards their own trenches – moving away from you in the fields to your right – by Arblaster’s depleted force was met with a devastating fire. Those lucky enough to make it limped back to their own lines towards the area around VC Corner and the Memorial Park pursued by German bullets and bombs. Charles Arblaster was one of sixty-seven men of 53 Battalion captured. Shot through both arms, he died of septicaemia in a German hospital in Douai four days later. His battalion suffered more than 600 casualties of which 240 proved fatal.

Before you move on reflect on the fact that the Haus mit weissem Zaun which stood on this site was one of the buildings reported to have been painted by Adolf Hitler when he served in this area with BRIR 16. The painting was touched up and improved by another artist after Hitler came to power in 1933.

Continue through the right-hand bend to the riding stables on the left and on the next corner turn right, almost directly opposite the buildings, to take the grass track striking off at right angles to the road. Continue to the end and stop at the deep, water-filled channel [image: images]. This is the Layes Brook, an important feature on both the battlefields of 1915 and 1916. You are now in the area of the German lines held in May 1915 by 7 Kompanie of BRIR 16. The Germans used the track you have just taken to move supplies forward and spanned the Layes – or the Leierbach as they knew it – at this spot with a bridge they christened Spatny-Brücke after Oberstleutnant Emil Spatny, one of 16 BRIR’s senior officers who later became its commanding officer. Beyond that bridge one entered the heart of the Sugar Loaf Salient; its name derived from its distinctive almost trapezoidal shape which resembled a loaf of sugar, sugar being sold in blocks at that time. The Sugar Loaf, 300m wide at its base with five indented, angular faces jutting out some 220m towards the British line from this point, was carefully sited to dominate no-man’s-land – 380m across and at its widest here – with long, clear fields of fire to west and east. Its long, raking eastern face cut the line of the Layes at 45 degrees, some 100m further on to your right and continued the German line as it ran diagonally away from you towards the flags of the Australian Memorial Park you can see in the distance.
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The Layes Brook is still very much as it was 100 years ago.


In conjunction with the positions at Devils’ Jump and The Wick, the Sugar Loaf was another key element of the German defence of the entire sector – these ‘mini-salient’ strongpoints were the vital ground to be gained in any attack. The Sugar Loaf itself had proved a major stumbling block on 9 May 1915 – its enfilade fire causing great execution of 2/Northamptonshire Regiment, 2/East Lancs and 1/Sherwood Foresters – and so it was imperative that it was taken to prevent a recurrence on 19 July 1916. It wasn’t and it didn’t. The drawing of the divisional boundary separating the 61st British and 5th Australian Divisions – imagine a line starting from a point some 100m along the bank of the Layes to your right and running straight across the fields away from you – was to prove a fatal flaw in the planning for that attack as machine guns in the Sugar Loaf in conjunction with those to either side could enfilade the flanks of both divisions, each having separate command and control structures resulting in difficulties of inter-divisional communications. Look along the line of your left shoulder then slowly turn your head to your right – panorama style – and imagine the scene on the days of the attacks; overgrown rank grasses, flowers and abandoned crops of oilseed rape sprouting in no-man’s-land with, here and there, the stumps of shrubs and pollarded trees indicating the line of numerous drainage ditches with belts of taller trees surrounding orchards in the distance. Now imagine the stuttering chatter of machine guns to either side of the Sugar Loaf enfilading no-man’s-land to left and right and men falling as the streams of bullets grazed the ground between knee and mid-thigh. The 2/1 Bucks’ diarist recorded that ‘the fire brought to bear was annihilating’. Due to such a devastating impact it has long been thought that the Sugar Loaf bristled with German machine guns but Peter Barton’s recent research has revealed that there were only two machine guns present on 19 July 1916 – one on either side of the Sugar Loaf – and that the one on the northeastern face was a captured British Vickers. Some British accounts report that men of 2/1 Bucks managed to get through to the Sugar Loaf on 19 July, as had some men on 9 May 1915. It was out beyond the Layes here that several men including Lance Corporal Stevens of D Company and A Company commander Captain Harold Church were said to have been seen on the parapet. It should be noted, however, that contemporary German sources compiled by BRIR 16, unearthed by Peter Barton, state definitively that not a single British soldier entered the Sugar Loaf positions on 19 July! It was their carefully sited enfilading machine guns to west and east of the Sugar Loaf, rather than those in the salient itself, which simply destroyed the Anglo-Australian attacks.

Before moving on, reflect that it was somewhere out there that Captain Ivor Stewart-Liberty of 2/1 Bucks received the wounds which led to the amputation of his leg (see Route 3).

On the day of the Armistice, 11 November 1918, Charles Bean, Australia’s official historian, ventured out into no-man’s-land here with a photographer. He later recorded what he had witnessed that day in his diary:

We found the old no-man’s-land simply full of our dead. In the narrow sector west of the Laies River and east of the corner of the Sugarloaf salient the skulls and bones and torn uniforms were lying about everywhere. I found a bit of Australian kit lying 50 yds. from the corner of the salient; and the bones of an Australian officer and several men within 100 yds. of it. Further round immediately on their flank were a few British – you could tell them by their leather equipment. And within 100 yds. of the west corner of the Sugarloaf salient there was lying a small party of English too – also with an officer – you could tell the cloth of his coat.

Now turn right towards the road keeping the brook on your left. It is very easy to gauge the width of no-man’s-land here as you will be traversing it. It is almost exactly the distance you are now going to travel to reach the road ahead. At the junction with the road stop by the road bridge [image: images]. You are now standing at a spot the Germans christened Tommy-Brücke – Tommy Bridge – just in front of the British front line of 9 May 1915 and the Australian line of 19 July 1916. Look into the fields to your right. It was across these fields, moving from left to right as they advanced across the road (Rue Delvas) from their front line behind VC Corner Cemetery, that the attacking waves of 2/East Lancashire Regiment and 1/Sherwood Foresters – following up at 6.10am – were swept away by enfilading machine-gun fire from the northeastern face of the Sugar Loaf on 9 May 1915. Some of the surviving Foresters pressed on and, incredibly, turned right and headed straight towards it, pitching headlong into the maelstrom. They were shot down as they struggled through the German wire. Another attack at 7.35am suffered the same fate. In all, the 2 battalions suffered some 800 casualties.
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Corporal James Upton VC.


It was somewhere out in these same fields – perhaps towards the road – that Corporal James Upton of the Foresters earned the first VC of four for actions on 9 May 1915. Crawling out time and again amidst a scene of utter carnage, often close to the German breastworks, he tended three badly wounded men in the open and carried them back to safety, even dragging one man back on a groundsheet. Unfortunately, one of the men he was carrying on his back was killed by splinters when a shell landed close by, and ironically he probably saved Upton’s life. With only a short break to recover he worked tirelessly for over 12 hours rescuing a further ten men from noman’s-land and giving first aid to many others. He received his VC from King George V on 24 July 1915 and survived the war.

Turn left and cross over the bridge towards Le Trou Aid Post Cemetery which you can see to the right of the road in the distance surrounded by trees. At the next junction take the track immediately after the farm buildings on your left. The track, which can be very muddy in wet weather, breaks out into the open after 100m or so [image: images] and provides an excellent view from the British and Australian front line across to the Layes Brook and the site of the Sugar Loaf at the Layes Bridge where you were standing a little earlier.

Look half-left towards the rising ground in the distance that is the Aubers Ridge. The ground in front of you was a slaughter house in May 1915 and again in July 1916. 2/Northants were on the extreme right of the 9 May 1915 assault acting as a diversion to the main attack by 2/East Lancs in this sector. The Northants jumped off from positions around what many battalion accounts refer to as ‘The Orchard’ and which the Germans called the Obstgarten. It no longer exists but the site was some 180m off to your left, on the other side of the farm buildings.

Many of the Northants were wiped out as they crossed no-man’s-land or struggled to get through the uncut German wire but a small party of D Company under Lieutenant Orfour Kilvington Parker succeeded in breaking into the German front line. Unable to be reinforced due to the fire sweeping no-man’s-land and cut off from battalion HQ, Parker’s command was all but trapped. It was 28-year-old Private William Lapham who volunteered to cross no-man’s-land to find out what was happening and report back. Crawling snakelike through the vegetation – the crumpled khaki heaps of dead and wounded Northants to either side – and with bullets cracking around him, he made it across the 300m or so to the German wire, picked up a message and crawled back again (some reports mention that he carried the message in his teeth) to tell of some thirty men still holding out. For his bravery here William Lapham was awarded the DCM. Miraculously, Lieutenant Parker returned unhurt at about 8pm after 14 hours of fighting with just four men – one of whom was Private Octavius Thomas Bull, a bomber who claimed he was one of only three of forty-two bombers who came back. Bull later told the Bucks Standard newspaper that after he had bombed his way along ‘three traverses-and-a-half’ he came across Lieutenant Parker and the two of them got into a German traverse and lay in a shell-hole:

Here we had to lie from quarter to nine in the morning till 8.30 or 9 o’clock at night. All day we lay in the German trench and dare not move. In the darkness me and the officer left the shell-hole and got back to our own trench. When we had got safely back the officer thanked me for what I had done and presented me with a solid silver cigarette case, telling me I had undoubtedly saved his life. He recommended me for the Victoria Cross, but they have given me the DCM.

Another twenty men came in later. Parker was awarded the Military Cross. 2/Northants had lost almost 450 men – 50 per cent of its strength and most of them were lost in the field in front of you.

The scenes were repeated fourteen months later as Australians of 59 and 60 Battalions came across these same fields, doubtless stepping over – and even perhaps on – the weathered remains of 2/Northants men whose bodies – many clustered around the western fringe of the Orchard as they broke cover to attack – had not been recovered in May 1915. Ill-served by a plan rehashed from that of 9 May 1915, the outcome was perhaps predictable and almost identical. Many Australians, funnelled towards the area around the Sugar Loaf by the line of the Layes Brook, joined the Northants there and were cut down by machine-gun and rifle fire from the same positions. In time some of those Australian bodies too would be lost forever.

Retrace your route to the main road – Bee Post straddled the road just to your left – and go straight across to take the road directly opposite – Rue Pétillon – signposted Le Trou Aid Post Cemetery. The cemetery is on the left 100m further on [image: images] but as you approach it look over into the field to your right. A communication trench called VC Avenue ran diagonally towards you from the area of what was the orchard to the left of the farm building behind you and crossed the road here to run through Bee Post, which was in the field to your left between the road and the cemetery. It finally terminated on the D171 – Rue du Bois – at Pétillon, 500m to the northwest and east of the crossroads called VC Corner which today is where the D171 crosses the D175, a good 1,250m from VC Corner Australian Cemetery.

The origins of the names VC Avenue and VC Corner are uncertain but as the actions of the first of the four VCs to be awarded during the Battle of Aubers Ridge – that of Corporal James Upton – took place less than 2km from here and perhaps 500m from the origin of VC Avenue, then they may have been named in May 1915 to mark his feats. That said, two VCs were awarded for earlier acts of selfless valour in the aftermath of an attack on the German lines by 2/Scots Guards and 2/Border Regiment between the line of Rue Delvas and la Cordonnerie Farm to the east at 6pm on 18 December 1914. Already pitch dark when the attack went in, parties of the Scots Guards nevertheless got into the first German line but their gains could not be held and the battalion was forced to withdraw to its start line. A total of 300 men of both battalions were killed or wounded and Privates Abraham Acton and James Smith of 2/Border Regiment volunteered to bring in many wounded from no-man’s-land the next day in broad daylight and under heavy fire. Were their actions the inspiration which led to the naming of both a communication trench and a crossroads in their honour? A wooden sign made of two planks nailed together and bearing the legend ‘VC CORNER’, along with the trench map reference ‘N 2 c 9.0’ – the position of the crossroads at Pétillon – is held by the Australian War Memorial. See http://www.awm.gov.au/collection/RELAWM00496/.

Continue to Le Trou Aid Post Cemetery on your left. Surrounded by a moat and bordered by twenty-two willow trees, this beautifully situated cemetery was first used in October 1914 by field ambulance units working at the nearby aid post and dressing station. Some of the wounded from the abortive attack of 2/Scots Guards and 2/Border Regiment on 18 December – perhaps even men rescued by Abraham Acton and James Smith – may well have been treated here. The cemetery continued to be used until July 1915 and when the war ended it contained just 123 burials, all of which are in Row F. After the Armistice, the cemetery was enlarged when the remains of British Empire and Dominion soldiers were brought here from other burial grounds and battlefields throughout the region. The cemetery is now the final resting place of nineteen officers and men of 1/Middlesex and 2/Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders killed in the heavy fighting around Le Maisnil in late October 1914. Captain John Ure (J.13), of 2/Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, was originally posted as missing on 21 October 1914 with the Glasgow Herald later reporting him as a prisoner of war. You will also find casualties from the Battles of Aubers Ridge, Loos and Fromelles here. Today more than 350 soldiers are buried here of which over 200 are unidentified and these – 155 British and 52 Australian – were probably casualties of the 1916 Fromelles attack. Behind the Cross of Sacrifice special memorials commemorate five casualties known or believed to be buried amongst them.
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Le Trou Aid Post Cemetery.


The most senior soldier buried here is 55-year-old Brigadier General Arthur Lowry Cole DSO (E.22) who died of wounds on 9 May 1915 whilst commanding 25 Infantry Brigade. Commissioned into the Royal Welch Fusiliers in 1880, he first saw active service in the Burmese Expedition in 1885. Badly wounded during the Kaduna Expedition in Northern Nigeria in 1900, he served with distinction in the South African War where he won the DSO and was Mentioned in Despatches. He was mortally wounded whilst he and his staff tried to retrieve a chaotic and confused situation by reorganizing men of 2/Rifle Brigade, 1/Royal Irish Rifles and 2/Lincolnshire Regiment who were hurriedly retiring from the German breastworks, even as other men of 2/Lincolnshire Regiment were trying to attack in the opposite direction. Captain Alan Hargreaves (R.3) was awarded his DSO in March 1915 a few weeks before his death on 9 May 1915 serving with 2/Rifle Brigade. He was the son of Alice Liddell who was the inspiration for Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. His brother, Leopold, was killed with 1/Irish Guards in September 1916. Before you leave pay a visit to 17-year-old Lance Corporal William Butler (K.4) from Aldershot who was killed serving with 1/Worcesters on 10 May 1915.

After leaving the cemetery turn left and continue along the road for some 360m to a point just after the large complex of buildings and haulage yard on the right. Threading its way out towards the British lines from this road at this spot was a major communication trench called Brompton Road – on 1915 maps a trench along almost the same route is called Knightsbridge Avenue. As the Kensington Battalion were in this area the choice of names taken from that area of London are perhaps unsurprising. Another communication trench – Cellar Farm Avenue – started from the road another 430m further on and headed towards Cellar and la Cordonnerie Farms after running through Dee Post. On one 1915 map this trench is marked as Cordonnerie Avenue.

In another 250m, Rue-Pétillon Military Cemetery will appear on the right [image: images]. The cemetery was begun in December 1914 and remained in use until the German 1918 offensive. Many of the casualties here died of wounds whilst at the nearby Eaton Hall Dressing Station. Enlarged after the Armistice, the cemetery now contains casualties from 4 Commonwealth countries in addition to the 1,129 British and Irish dead. Sadly, almost half are unidentified.

There are numerous Australian casualties here who were either killed or died of wounds as a result of the two German raids of 5 May 1916 at Le Bridoux (see Route 1) and 30 May 1916 at Cordonnerie Farm. In addition, you will find over 100 Australian casualties from the July 1916 Fromelles attack. Identified by his silver cigarette case in 1927, 27-year-old Major Roy Harrison (I.D.20) was second-in-command of the Australian 54 Battalion when he died on 20 July 1916. He was killed on the same day as Corporal Enoc Keen (I.L.81) who emigrated to Australia from Leamington Spa in Warwickshire before enlisting in 31 Battalion in June 1915 at Canberra.

In Row N close to the Cross of Sacrifice, fourteen soldiers from 2/5 Loyal North Lancashire Regiment are buried, having been killed whilst serving in the Cordonnerie sector trenches between February and April 1917. The battalion’s second-in-command, Major William Ainsworth (I.N.53), was the first officer of the battalion to be killed in action. In Plot 2 are the pilot – Second Lieutenant Thomas Phillips (II.A.23) – and the observer/gunner – 19-year-old Second Lieutenant Robert Owen (II.A.22) – of a DH9 of 103 Squadron which was shot down on 18 September 1918.

Another South African War veteran was 46-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Geoffrey Shakerley DSO (II.D.8) who was killed whilst in command of 1/King’s Royal Rifle Corps on 15 May 1915. His DSO was announced in the London Gazette in September 1904. He was one of three brothers who lost their lives during the war – Captain Eric Shakerley in March 1915, serving in the same battalion as his elder brother, and Second Lieutenant Arthur Shakerley in April 1917. All three men are commemorated in the Church of St James at Weddington, near Nuneaton in Warwickshire.

After visiting the cemetery return to the road and turn right continuing to the T-junction. At the junction turn right – the road is still the D175 – and after 600m you will find a large statue of the Madonna on the right just before the road crosses over the Layes Brook. Continue over the bridge onto the Rue du Moulin de la Boutillerie to the next T-junction and turn right. At the next junction – marked by a private house – where the road takes a sharp left turn, look left down the road – the Drève Mouquet – towards a cluster of farm buildings known as Mouquet Farm. Some 300m along the road and standing on an almost imperceptible rise in the ground to its left stood the German strongpoint known as The Tadpole. There was another strongpoint on the site of Mouquet Farm – the Wasserburg to the Germans.

Continue on the single-track road – the road name changes to Rue de la Cardonnerie – and continue straight ahead for another 400m to the track on the right leading first to La Cordonnerie Farm (spelled ‘Cardonnerie’ on modern maps) and Cellar Farm further on and stop [image: images]. The British support line lay to the right of the road here just before the track turns up to la Cordonnerie and Cellar Farms before jumping to the left of the road and following it up to and beyond the sharp left-hand bend you see up ahead. The front line was a further 75m or so out in the fields to the left with the German line another 160m or so beyond that.
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Cellar Farm as it is today.


You are now standing in the area which marked the left flank of the British attacks of 18 December 1914 and 9 May 1915 and the Australian attack of 19 July 1916. Look left across the fields to the left of the tall trees in the grounds of the house opposite and note the squat shapes of two concrete infantry shelters marking the German front line. Further left still you will make out the cluster of farm buildings marking the site of Mouquet Farm. Note how open the ground here is to the east and how exposed the British and Australian left flanks were to enfilade fire, particularly from the direction of The Tadpole and Mouquet Farm. This sector was not attacked frontally on either 9 May 1915 or 19 July 1916, and so German riflemen and machine-gunners – largely unmolested by hostile artillery and suppressive fire – were able to exact a heavy toll on the left flank of both attacks. Even a large 545kg Australian mine, blown in no-man’s-land by 2 Australian Tunnelling Company in the hope that the spoil thrown up would shield the men of 32/Battalion on the left flank of the Australian attack from flanking fire, was of little help. It failed also to protect men of 30/Battalion as they struggled to excavate a communication sap linking their own front line to a stretch of captured German trench during the battle. If you stand with your back to the track leading up to Cordonnerie Farm, the site of the mine crater was 225m away in a direct line, but on the other side of the belt of trees in front of you.

Turn around and walk up the lane past the farm and stop at the first house on the right. The use of mines to assist the advance was also a feature of the Aubers Ridge attack on 9 May 1915. The planning included the driving of two galleries – 87m and 100m long – by 173 Tunnelling Company RE and the placing of 900kg charges in two mine chambers, 65m apart which, in addition to a 40-minute artillery bombardment, were to be blown to assist 1/13 London Regiment (Kensingtons) in subduing the German defences on this eastern flank where, at 70m wide, no-man’s-land was at its narrowest. The mines were fired at 5.40am on 9 May 1915 from the British reserve line which crossed the track here.

Walk further on towards the large farm and the end of the track. Cellar Farm Avenue, the origin of which you passed earlier, ran back across the fields here to the line of the Rue Pétillon on which Le Trou Aid Post and Rue Pétillon Military Cemeteries stand.

Turn around and walk back towards the road. As you pass the house on the spot near where the 9 May 1915 mines were fired look left into the fields. Over a decade ago local historians and archaeologists of the Association pour le Souvenir de la Bataille de Fromelles (ASBF) excavated a large complex of underground shelters here. Begun in September 1916 by Australian engineers to house an entire battalion, one of the authors was granted access several years ago. Heavy plates line the shaft heads and steps descend into the dark depths of the dugout. Indented forever into the concrete surrounding the shaft heads are thousands of pawprints left by rats which swarmed all over the site before the concrete had set.

Turn right at the road. After 100m the road takes a sharp left-hand bend. Ahead of you, right on the bend, a farm track continues southwest towards a clump of trees. Take the track past the line of trees on your right masking the horseshoe-shaped site of a mediaeval farm – unsurprisingly ‘The Horsehoe’ to Australians, the Runder Sumpf to the Germans – and the copse on the left, until the track ends and you emerge in open country. You are now standing on the British/Australian front line with superb views across the northern sectors of the battlefields of Aubers Ridge and Fromelles. The British line ran west, diagonally across towards the rear of the hornbeams at VC Corner cemetery – whilst the German line, only some 110m away in places, ran towards the flags of the Australian Memorial Park on the line of the Rue Delvas. This was the area where both the British in 1915 and the Australians in 1916 breached the German line.

It was over this ground – moving right to left – that the men of 25 Brigade – the right flank of 13/Kensingtons here, 1/Royal Irish Rifles a little further over in the centre beyond and 2/Rifle Brigade further over still in the area of the Australian Memorial Park – attacked over the narrowest width of no-man’s-land on the entire battlefield at 5.40am on 9 May 1915.

On this sector the British bombardment had destroyed stretches of German wire and blown in parapets, helped by a gun brought into the front line and firing point blank from an aperture in the British parapet. In addition, it was also impossible for the German machine guns to enfilade effectively without hitting their own trenches, a fact that offered an advantage to the attackers. Despite being depleted by men being killed and wounded by British shells fitted with faulty fuzes or fired from guns with worn-out barrels, the Rifle Brigade and Irish Rifles stormed across and captured 250m of the German line, whilst between you and the road you have just left 13/Kensingtons, assisted by the shock and awe of the earthquaking effect of the two mine explosions, captured the mine craters and drove on towards the German strongpoint at Delangre Farm another 270m distant.

Imagine the scene here as the men go over; clouds of earth from bursting shells shrouding the scene whilst the noise from rifles and machine guns fill the air. Imagine the shouts and agonized cries as men are cut down in the fields here whilst others, yelling, rush on without pausing and disappear through a 20m breach in the German parapet. Once inside the German trenches the British sent prisoners back before pushing on again, for another 220m or so, just beyond the line of the road at the hamlet of Rouges Bancs, marked now by the line of telegraph poles and the single flag on the site of a memorial called the Kennedy Crucifix.

Although there had been a successful breach at several points these were unconnected and when the Germans recovered from the initial shock, block points were established which protected several machine guns and prevented any further penetration to east and west. This effectively sealed 25 Brigade’s fate as the Germans first contained the break-in then mounted concerted counter-attacks to squeeze the Kensingtons, the Royal Irish Rifles and the Rifle Brigade in their isolated pockets. There could be only one outcome. Although some of the supporting platoons of 2/Lincolnshire made it across, many men were cut down in the fields in front of you as they tried to maintain the momentum and 1/1 London Regiment lost more than 120 men even before it had reached the line of the Layes Brook.

It was on the ground in front of you here that Brigadier Arthur Lowry Cole – standing on the British breastworks attempting to stem the chaotic retirement of men of the Rifle Brigade, Royal Irish Rifles and Lincolns streaming back and mixed with German prisoners – was mortally wounded along with the commanding officer of 1/Royal Irish Rifles, Lieutenant Colonel Osbert Clinton-Baker. One of only four officers who had survived the Battle of Neuve Chapelle, Clinton-Baker had assumed command after the death of Lieutenant Colonel George Laurie and was taking a party of twenty men to hold the right flank which was being enfiladed by machine-gun fire. Arthur Lowry Cole’s grave was visited at Le Trou Aid Post whilst Osbert Clinton-Baker has no known grave and is commemorated on the Ploegsteert Memorial.

Driven back to the German front line 2/Rifle Brigade, 1/Royal Irish Rifles and 2/Lincolnshire held on grimly all day and into the early hours, when at about 3am those that could finally broke out and escaped back to their own lines. Over your left shoulder, beyond the copse, 13/Kensingtons and a few 2/Royal Berks who had fought through to reinforce them, had been driven from the German trenches with heavy casualties some 12 hours earlier.

Retrace your route to the road and turn right. Pass the private house on the left and stop at the third grass bridge over the ditch on the right-hand side of the road [image: images]. You are now in no-man’s-land, just 40m or so short of the German front line which ran left to right across the road in front of you. From here, looking south, you have a Kensington’s eye-view of their attack to the west of the road here and towards the strongpoint at Delangre Farm, marked by the clump of trees some 250m away down the road on the left.

The two mines fired to assist their attack were in the fields to your right front. Second Lieutenant K.H.E. Moore, with the 1/7 Middlesex of 23 Brigade, witnessed ‘the blow’:

We all waited anxiously for 5.40 at which time an enormous mine which ran under the first and second German lines opposite . . . and 50 yards away was to be exploded. It was the largest mine ever made in the world . . . The engineers themselves didn’t know what would happen to us either. On the very stroke of 5.40 and in the middle of a frightful bombardment the button was pressed. Immediately after the explosion [the Kensingtons] . . . got over the parapet and charged in lines of platoons and occupied the craters without loss. It was a magnificent charge and a Territorial Regiment too.

German accounts concede that forty-eight men were buried in the explosions which left a pair of smoking craters 10m deep and 40m wide – the first just 45m away from this spot, the second some 65m further to the right. The Kensingtons, wishing to prove themselves equal to their regular comrades in 25 Brigade, stormed the right-hand crater in spite of both German and ill-directed British machine-gun fire from their unprotected left flank, clambered over it with some difficulty and swept on to take the stutzpunkt at Delangre Farm. There they regrouped and turned left to form a defensive flank but with no attack going in on their left and with the failure of the Royal Irish Rifles to link up on their right the Kensingtons were isolated. It was only a matter of time before the Germans recovered their equilibrium and the inevitable counter-attacks followed, gnawing at and driving the dwindling band of Territorials and 2/Royal Berks who had joined them back from Delangre Farm. In charge of a bombing party, Acting Sergeant Percy Pike earned a famous DCM for bombing 100yd of trench and, when the supply of bombs ran short, crossed and re-crossed these very fields to your right under terrific fire to bring two more sacks full of them. He was active until the final moments, battling for survival alongside the few men who were left until the order came for the final withdrawal at around 2.45pm. The Kensingtons lost 436 men including 13 officers. Amongst the dead whose bodies were never identified were Acton-born brothers Corporal William (24) and Private Walter Belsten (23) and Second Lieutenant Ernest Castelli, whose brother Cecil had died in his arms six months earlier and is now buried in Rue-David Military Cemetery, Fleurbaix (see Route 1, ‘The Cemeteries’). A narrative attached to the Kensington’s war diary records that ‘The battalion fulfilled the statement of the Brigadier “the Kensingtons will not fail” . . . the only battalion to obtain all its objectives on the whole attack’. The few who answered their names at roll call on 10 May were described as ‘a sorry remnant of a band of heroes who attempted the impossible and gloriously failed’.

Look across to your left to see two German bunkers you noted earlier from the end of the Cordonnerie Farm track. This provides a good indication of the course of the German front line to the east. Across to your right, through the trees and bushes and following the line of the telegraph poles almost exactly, is the Cobbers Memorial marked by the flagpoles.

Continue past the west–east line of the edge of the wood on your right, which marks the approximate position of the German second line, and at the end of the wood, just before the brook, take the grassy path on the left-hand side of the road into the copse opposite. You are now entering the footprint of the small wood which surrounded Delangre Farm, the German strongpoint which they knew as the farm ‘mit dem toten Schwein’ – literally ‘with the dead pig’ but which the Bavarians abbreviated to Tote Sau – ‘dead sow’. In 1915 the Kensingtons advanced as far as here and fourteen months later the Australians of 32/Battalion came almost as far – even using the old mine craters, as had the Kensingtons – in fact to a point along the Kasten-Graben communication trench approximately 40m or so away towards the trees in the field directly opposite. They were snuffed out in almost exactly the same way with the survivors escaping via a newly dug communication trench which ran back across no-man’s-land through the grounds of the lone house back up the road. The target of terrific enfilade fire from The Tadpole and Mouquet Farm to the east, it was said by the Bavarians after the battle to be filled with Australian dead.

The Kasten-Graben crossed the road at this point to run southeast and, as you follow the obvious path into the trees, you will trace part of its course. In a few metres you will come across a large subterranean pit finished in concrete [image: images]. This is a former heavy 24.5cm minenwerfer position constructed in a short branch off the main Kasten-Graben and is clearly marked on German maps. Excavated in 1995 by the ASBF, this large pit has been preserved in remarkable condition. The projectiles it fired, variously nicknamed ‘rum jars’ or ‘flying pigs’ by the British and Australians, weighed over 90kg. At the time of writing there were numerous shell casings stacked near the steps leading down to the entrance – please respect the site and do not touch.


[image: images]

The reconstructed minenwerfer site near Cordonnerie Farm.


Return to the road and turn left. At the next T-junction stop. Straight ahead of you is a large German bunker in the field marking the approximate site of the Türken-Ecke strongpoint. If all had gone according to plan on 9 May 1915 2/Lincolnshires would have secured the strongpoint and the junction where you are heading next. Turn right and as you head towards the next junction there is another bunker across to the left in a private garden.

The next junction has a large triangular traffic island on which you will find a memorial to Sergeant Kenneth Bramble [image: images]. Sergeant Bramble, 609 (West Riding) Squadron, was flying a Spitfire Mark Vb with Circus 54 and was shot down by an ME 109 on 21 July 1941. He is buried at Merville Communal Cemetery Extension, Plot 2, Row B, Grave 11. Before you move on look south along the road in the direction of Fromelles and reflect on the fact that dead Australians were found by the Germans not more than 50–60m away in the fields to your right after the battle in July 1916.
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The memorial to Sergeant Kenneth Bramble.


Bear right along the Rue Delval following the green CWGC signs for VC Corner Australian Cemetery and Fromelles Australian Memorial Park – to your right front, across the fields you will see the flags of the Australian Memorial and the hornbeams of VC Corner behind. After 200m you will notice the raised earth banks of what is an almost circular moat on your left. This is the German Wasser-Loch. You are now in the area of the former hamlet known as Rouges Bancs and it was here on both 9 May 1915 and 19 July 1916 that the depth of penetration of the German defences by the British and Australians was almost identical. On 19 July 1916, Boer War veteran Lieutenant Colonel Frederick Toll commanding 31/Battalion of the AIF reached the site of the moat here in his search for any trench that looked like a substantial German support line. All he found was flat ground covered with ‘fairly long grass, the trenches shown on aerial photos were nothing but ditches full of water’. The furthest point reached by the Australians, however, was a further 225m beyond the raised moat to the southwest, almost as far as a strongpoint in a moated farm – no longer in existence – known as the Grashof. Australian dead found by the Germans after the battle proved the extent of the penetration. With both flanks exposed, Toll pulled his men back to the German front line where he held out until after 2.30am on 20 July when he was forced to withdraw.

Continue around the sharp left-hand bend until you reach a memorial marked by a stone cairn, a crucifix and a flag pole on the right. Stop here. This is the Kennedy Memorial Crucifix [image: images]. Erected by Lady Evelyn Kennedy in 1922, this private memorial is dedicated to the memory of her son, Captain Paul Adrian Kennedy, a company commander in 2/Rifle Brigade and marks the spot where she believed him to have been killed on 9 May 1915. The third of four sons of Sir John Kennedy of the Diplomatic Service, Paul Kennedy was educated at Harrow and Sandhurst before being commissioned into the Rifle Brigade in 1906. He saw service overseas in Malta, Egypt and India before the war. Wounded on the Aisne in 1914 with 3/Rifle Brigade, he refused several staff appointments at home in order to serve on the Western Front again and was attached to 2/Rifle Brigade in France on 17 March 1915.

On 9 May 1915 Captain Kennedy led B Company across no-man’s-land and over the German breastworks in the area of the Australian Memorial Park you see across the field behind the crucifix. Imagine now the men of the Rifle Brigade, pushing towards you across that same field under fire from all directions – men falling on all sides as they advance – getting as far as the road here and even crossing it into the fields opposite – formerly orchards surrounding a farm building. They got no further. With the failure of the attack on the far side of the former corner estaminet you can see a little further along the road and with a wide gap between his left flank and the break-in effected by the Kensingtons at Delangre Farm, Paul Kennedy and his men in this most advanced position of the Rifle Brigade were pressed hard by German counter-attacks and came under accurate sniper fire. Men were picked off one by one as the morning moved towards afternoon and Kennedy was eventually hit. His mother later wrote, ‘He had crossed the road and was on the Fromelles side of it when he was shot by a sniper. His men tried to carry him back but he was terribly wounded and after they had carried him back across the road he told them to put him down.’ His mother believed this to be the very spot where he had urged the men to leave him and to save themselves. Those who could got back to the German line in the area of the Memorial Park and held out there in a 50m stretch of breastwork until around 2pm when they were finally subdued. The Battle of Aubers Ridge in this northern sector was over.

Lady Kennedy had thus lost two sons by the middle of May 1915 – Archibald had been killed at Le Cateau in August 1914 – and by war’s end she had lost another, Patrick at Villers Brettoneux in April 1918. Both had marked graves but Paul’s body had never been recovered. In 1921, together with her surviving son Leo and her daughter, she purchased the plot of land where she believed Paul had died and erected a memorial crowned by a wooden crucifix which had been carved in Austria. The memorial was also dedicated to three of Paul’s brother officers: Lieutenant Talbot Stanhope (18), younger son of the Earl of Harrington, Second Lieutenant Henry Hardinge (19), eldest son of Lord and Lady Hardinge, and Lieutenant Edward Leigh (26), only son of Sir Chandos Leigh, in addition to all those who fell at Aubers Ridge. All four officers are remembered on Panel 10 of the Ploegsteert Memorial.

After Lady Kennedy died the memorial fell into disrepair and in 1955 her surviving son Leo arranged for the original Christ figure to be transferred to the chancel of the church in Fromelles for safekeeping, where it can still be seen today. A new crucifix was erected and the memorial is tended beautifully today by local volunteers of the ASBF.

From the crucifix it is only 300m to where you parked your vehicle but as you pass the former estaminet on the corner of Rue Deleval look out to your right. You are now looking along the line of the advanced posts held by the Australian 54/Battalion, which was defending nothing much more than a muddy ditch filled knee-deep with water. With 53/Battalion to the right subdued after 1am on 20 July 1916 and no contact with 31/Battalion’s outposts further east it was only a matter of time before concerted German counter-attacks swamped 54/Battalion’s positions. The fighting in the fields to your right throughout the early hours of 20 July 1916 was brutal and bloody with no quarter asked or given. Some Australians held out until after 5am before trying to break out. Many who made a last desperate dash for their own lines when the order came to retire were shot down. Dead and dying Australians would have carpeted the ground all around you here, astride the road and in and around the Australian Memorial Park. It was a grim reprise of 9 May 1915.
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The plaque at the base of the crucifix also commemorates three officers of 2/Rifle Brigade: 18-year-old Talbot Stanhope, 19-year-old Henry Hardinge and 26-year-old Edward Leigh. Their names are commemorated on Panel 10 at the Ploegsteert Memorial.
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Captain Paul Adrian Kennedy.
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The Kennedy Memorial Crucifix.
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VC Corner Cemetery.


A further 180m up the road from the Memorial Park is VC Corner Australian Cemetery and Memorial [image: images] where there is limited parking opposite the entrance. This cemetery is the only exclusively Australian cemetery in France. Unusually, it is also a cemetery without headstones; instead two mass graves take up most of the ground area – marked by white stone crosses set flat into the grass either side of the central path – in which lie the unidentified remains of 410 Australians found in the area after the Armistice in 1918. At the time of writing the CWGC records indicate that the names of 1,190 of the Australian fallen from the Battle of Fromelles who have no known grave are inscribed on the screen wall at the rear of the cemetery. A handful of others are recorded on the Australian National Memorial at Villers-Brettoneux. The few who could be identified rest in other cemeteries dotted around the area including the 140 identified Australian dead recovered in 2009 from the mass burial pits just south of Pheasant Wood near Fromelles. Return to your vehicle and follow the directions to Pheasant Wood Cemetery.

From the Australian Memorial Park retrace your route towards Fromelles along the D22C. At the Sergeant Bramble island bear right to the next junction with the Rue de la Basseville. Bear right again to find Pheasant Wood Cemetery and Museum 500m further along on the right.

Fromelles (Pheasant Wood) Military Cemetery and Museum

The cemetery was completed in July 2010 and is the first new war cemetery to be built by the CWGC in fifty years. The cemetery contains 270 Australian and British soldiers whose remains were recovered in 2009 from a number of mass graves located behind Pheasant Wood, across the road, where they had been buried by the Germans following the action at Fromelles in July 1916. Of the 270 burials, 144 who served with the AIF have been identified using DNA matches with living relatives and four of these fought under assumed names. The cemetery is still receiving the remains of Australian soldiers found on the battlefield. Here you will find the grave of Lieutenant Colonel Ignatius Norris (I.A.3), the CO of 53/Battalion, who led his men over the parapet with a cry of ‘Come on lads! Only another trench to take.’ One of the more recent to be buried here is 40-year-old Private Herbert Newey St Smith from Tumbarumba in New South Wales. His remains were identified through a DNA match with his 64-year-old great nephew. The youngest identified soldier buried here is 16-year-old Private Colin Meyers (I.B.7) of Golbourn, New South Wales who is one of the men who fought under an alias. He served as Cecil Morgan. There is a certain symmetry in the fact that Private Walter Pheasant (IV.B.11) lies here. He served with 54/Battalion and his death is recorded as between 19 and 20 July 1916. He was probably lost during the bitter fighting in the muddy ditches between the Australian Memorial Park and the Kennedy Crucifix.
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Fromelles Pheasant Wood Cemetery with the museum on the left and the church in the background.
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Private Robert Fenwick (I.C.II).
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Lieutenant Alan Mitchell (I.C.2).
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Private William Higgins (I.D.3).
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L/Sergeant Ernest Jentsch (II.A.5).


[image: images]

The Hitler-Bunker.


Located almost next to the cemetery is the recently constructed Fromelles Museum which is essentially a visitor’s centre for Pheasant Wood Cemetery. The building has been jointly funded by Australia and France and focuses on the two days of the Fromelles action and yet appears to gloss over the British 61st Division’s contribution. At the time of writing entrance to the museum is 6.50 Euros for individuals. Groups will need to book prior to arrival. The museum is open from 10.30am until 5.30pm on Monday and Wednesday–Friday. At weekends and bank holidays opening hours are from 1.30pm to 5.30pm.

The Abbiette or Hitler-Bunker

You may find it more convenient to visit the blockhouse after spending time at Pheasant Wood Cemetery. Leave the cemetery and return to the main road turning left along the D22. Take the first left – Rue de la Biettes – and drive on past the refuse facility and the football pitch to where the road bends round to the right and park where convenient. Where the road bends sharp left again a track leads to a fishing lake surrounded by trees which you can see on the right. Walk up the track, passing the fishing lake and continue straight ahead along the left-hand edge of the trees. After 130m you will see a large blockhouse in the fields ahead of you, crops permitting. This blockhouse should not be confused with the roadside construction on the D141 which is sometimes erroneously called the Hitler-Bunker.


Route 5

Rue du Bois and the Cinder Track

A circular route beginning at: the Cinder Track

Coordinates: 50°34 10.25” N – 2°45 42.76” E

Suitable for: [image: images]

Distance: 3.1km/1.9 miles

Grade: Easy

Maps: IGN Série Bleue 2405 E – Lens

General description and context: The Battle of Aubers Ridge began on 9 May 1915 and took the form of a two-pronged attack north and south of Neuve Chapelle. The southern attack was launched between Chocolat Menier Corner – a cottage displayed that sign at the junction of the Rue du Bois and ‘Prince’s Road’ – the present-day Rue du Pont Moreau – and the crossroads (now roundabout) at Port Arthur. The northern assault was launched from trenches east of the Rue de Tilleloy opposite Rouge Bancs and Fromelles. The attempt to take the heavily defended Aubers Ridge failed dismally in the face of a strong German defence which had been quick to learn the lessons from the fighting at Neuve Chapelle; the situation was compounded by the increasingly serious British shell shortage. The battle was over by late evening and resulted in nearly 12,000 British and Indian casualties. Aubers Ridge remained in German hands until October 1918. This short route looks in more detail at the southern attack from the Rue du Bois and provides the opportunity to look across the battlefield over which the assaulting battalions attacked on the morning of 9 May 1915. We also make reference to the Battle of Festubert which began on 15 May and again used the Rue du Bois trenches as part of a two-pronged attack – designed to push the Germans back beyond the Quinque Rue – the modern day D72. Any walk along the Cinder Track cannot avoid recalling the carnage of the attack on the Boar’s Head which was the scene of one of the two Somme diversionary attacks in 1916. Our route takes us along the Cinder Track to a point approximately 350m north of the former site of the Ferme du Bois before returning north to walk west towards Chocolat Menier Corner and the Rue du Bois.

Directions to start: The entrance to the Cinder Track is on the Rue du Bois, just over 1km from the Indian Memorial. You will find the narrow track on the left heading southeast between two residential houses – Nos 309 and 313. There is parking on the opposite side of the road a few metres further on.
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The entrance to the Cinder Track on the Rue du Bois.


Route description: From the Rue du Bois turn down the track [image: images] which very quickly breaks out into open ground. The track takes us on a journey through the 1st Division front line of 9 May 1915 and the 2nd Division front line of 15 May when the Battle of Festubert was launched from the same trenches. Continue down the track for 350m to where a dyke on the right-hand side of the track runs across the fields to the west [image: images]. Now look across to the left to where the Portuguese Cemetery is visible on the D947. Your sight line here is the approximate position of the British and Indian front line on 9 May 1915. On your right, the front line continued roughly on the same line to a point just east of Chocolat Menier Corner before it swung south almost parallel with Prince’s Road.
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The track you are standing on was the boundary separating the two attacking brigades of the 1st Division. The attack took place on a 1,500m frontage running from Chocolat Menier Corner to your right to the left flank of the Dehra Dun Brigade to a point at the Port Arthur crossroads just beyond the Indian Memorial to your left. To the right of the track were the assault battalions of 2 Brigade. The 2/Royal Sussex were to your immediate left with 2/Northants extending to Chocolat Menier Coner to their right. To your immediate left were the assaulting battalions of 3 Brigade with 2/Munster Fusiliers closest to you and 2/Welsh Regiment to their left. Between the Welsh and the Port Arthur crossroads the Dehra Dun Brigade held the line with 1/Seaforth Highlanders on the extreme left flank of the attack. Behind the front line, and shielded from enemy observation on the Rue du Bois, were the reserve battalions.
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This 1916 trench map shows the Rue du Bois running from top right to left with the German front line on the right. Opposite, across the narrow no-man’s-land are the British trenches on the left. The Boar’s Head Salient is clearly marked north of du Bois Farm.


Now look further down the track ahead. The German front line on 9 May 1915 was barely 150m ahead of you and garrisoned by units of IR 57 and IR 55. Note the complete openness of the ground here, a contributory factor to the high number of casualties and the failure of the offensive. Just for a moment imagine the scene along this front at 5.35am when the British attack began. Sergeant Major John Ring of 2/Munsters was close to his CO Lieutenant Colonel Victor Rickard when he was killed after clearing the breastworks:

He did not go far, as he was hit by a bullet through the spinal column of the neck. B Company led magnificently by Captain Dick, 5 and 6 Platoons led by Second Lieutenants Price and Horsfall, charged and succeeded in reaching the German trenches, under a hellish fire from artillery and machine guns. Captain Dick, as he reached the parapet of the enemy’s trenches, turned and waved his cap . . . and just as he was about to enter the trench he was hit, and tumbled into the trench.

Captain John Campbell-Dick and Second Lieutenant Arthur Horsfall are commemorated on the Le Touret Memorial and Second Lieutenant Price was taken prisoner. The 40-year-old Victor Rickard is buried at Cabaret-Rouge British Cemetery, Souchez. The Munsters’ casualties were 56 killed, 198 wounded and 135 missing. It was a similar story for 2/Royal Sussex as they ran cheering towards the German lines only to be cut down by a vicious machine-gun fire. Captain Richard Finke in command of C Company was hit almost immediately after leaving the breastworks. Second Lieutenant Alfred Fewtrell and 9 Platoon got to within 40m of the enemy wire before they were cut down along with over 100 officers and men of the battalion. That evening, roll call revealed 118 men missing and a further 329 wounded. Richard Finke is commemorated on the Le Touret Memorial.

The second attack, carried out late in the afternoon, was almost a repeat of the morning’s disaster. On the far left of the attack – out to your left – the Bareilly Brigade was brought up to replace the Dehra Dun Brigade with 1/South Wales Borderers and 1/Gloucesters of 3 Brigade on their right flank closest to you. It was during the attack of the Bareilly Brigade that Corporal David Finlay of 2/Black Watch won the Victoria Cross out towards the La Bassée road, not far from the Indian Memorial, for carrying an injured man almost 100m to safety. Corporal Finlay was killed in Mesopotamia in January 1916 during the Battle of Karma and his name is on the Basra War Memorial, Iraq.

On the left of the Cinder Track the initial assault was undertaken by two battalion of 1 Guards Brigade – 1/Black Watch and 1/Cameron Highlanders. The attack was a disaster and the account by the Gloucesters’ historian practically mirrors the narrative of the fate of other assault battalions: ‘At 4.00pm the assault was delivered, but our artillery support was far inferior in volume . . . indeed the hostile troops facing the Gloucesters did not even take shelter, but lined the parapet and greeted the new attack with intense small-arms and machine gun fire, many German machine guns were actually on the parapet’.
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Looking back up the Cinder Track towards the Rue du Bois and the former British front-line trenches.


Continue to the junction of tracks ahead [image: images]. You will see a green fence and gate ahead of you. This is private property and contains a fishing lake. The wooded area beyond the four-tree-deep shelter belt ahead of you [image: images] is the former site of the Ferme du Bois which was a 1st Divisional objective on 9 May 1915. On 30 June 1916 this area was again the scene of another disastrous attack by two battalions of 116 Brigade, the 12 and 13/Royal Sussex, otherwise known as the 2nd and 3rd South Downs Pals. Destined to be one of the diversionary attacks designed to draw troops away from the Somme offensive further south, the brigade was to attack the Boar’s Head Salient [image: images] – a feature formed after the Battle of Festubert – which was situated about 100m to the left of where you are now standing. The Sussex men attacked just after 3.05am and advanced through the smoke and half-light towards the German positions. They immediately came under heavy rifle and machine-gun fire but a few managed to fight their way through the German wire and occupy the front-line trenches. They held this captured territory for about 4 hours before they were forced to return to their own lines in the face of fierce German counterattacks. It was here that CSM Nelson Carter of 12/Royal Sussex won a posthumous Victoria Cross after capturing a machine gun and rescuing wounded men under fire. Lieutenant Edmund Blunden of 11/Royal Sussex, whose battalion was in reserve, described the scenes after the attack as being ‘like a butcher’s shop, our own trenches had been knocked silly and all the area of the attack had been turned into an Aceldama [Aramaic for ‘field of blood’]. Every prominent point behind, Factory Trench, Chocolat Menier Corner and so on, was now unkindly ploughed up with heavy shells’. The great-uncle of one of the authors, Private Archibald Goode, 13/Royal Sussex, took part in this attack and recounted in a letter home that he had lost all his friends but had been promoted to lance corporal after the battle. Hardly surprising when one considers his battalion alone suffered 9 officers and 169 NCOs and men killed with over 350 wounded and missing.
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Lieutenant Edmund Blunden.


Now turn around and retrace your route back up the track for 200m to the line of the dyke where you were earlier [image: images]. This, if you recall, was the approximate position of the British front line on 9 May 1915. Keeping the dyke on your right and using the wide field edge, walk west towards the buildings on Rue du Pont Moreau (Prince’s Road) ahead of you. The track is sometimes indistinct and although not clearly defined, is used as a pathway by farmers and local people exercising their dogs.
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The track which follows the line of the dyke towards Chocolat Menier Corner.


As you walk along this track consider the scene here on the night of 15 May 1915 when the Battle of Festubert opened at 11.30pm with a night attack from the front line which was across the far side of the dyke. On this occasion the attack involved 5 and 6 Brigades of the 2nd Division and the Garhwal Brigade. With their left resting on the Cinder Track, the 1/Royal Berkshires had the 1/King’s Royal Rifle Corps and the 7/King’s Liverpool on their right. Imagine for a moment the long lines of men climbing over the breastworks, each with a white patch sewn on his tunic for recognition, and crossing the dyke over light bridges that had been made by the Royal Engineers of 5 and 11/Field Companies. The attack on this side of the Cinder Track was initially very successful, the enemy breastworks were almost reached without a shot being fired and quickly taken along with the support line. Captain Saunders Knox-Gore, the adjutant of the 1/King’s Royal Rifle Corps, watched the attack go in from his dugout on the Rue du Bois:

For fully five minutes from 11.30pm nothing was visible, the Germans fired no lights and there was nothing more than the usual sniping. Then a burst of fire broke out, mostly on our left and the enemy began to send up lights in all directions. One could then see silhouetted against the lights our front trench . . . The whole space between the lines was dotted with men, some lying on the ground but the majority still advancing.

Unfortunately the attack on the far – eastern – side of the Cinder Track was less successful. 5 Brigade and the Indian Brigade were held by the Germans but it was on 18 May, somewhere in this vicinity and close to the track, that Lieutenant John ‘Jackie’ Smyth of 15/Ludhiana Sikhs earned the Victoria Cross. He had come forward earlier to relieve men in a captured German trench, crossing ground which he later recalled was ‘littered with the unburied dead of many battalions and stinking to high heaven’. When all previous attempts to resupply the beleaguered front line with ammunition had failed, Smyth and ten of his men went forward, crawling and even wading chest deep in filthy ditches, festooned with bandoliers of ammunition and heavy boxes of bombs. All but Smyth were killed or wounded but he got a box of bombs through. Continue along the track to the point where the dyke turns sharp right. Keeping the dyke on your right, walk towards the buildings on the Rue du Bois and follow the track as it turns to the left. It was at this point that the 9 May 1915 British front line turned sharply south to run parallel with Prince’s Road, a situation that was altered by the gains made during the Festubert offensive. Those gains amounted to little more than 13½ square miles of ground, much of which was strategically worthless. The human cost was much higher with over 17,000 casualties.
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Lieutenant John Smyth VC.


It was somewhere here that Australian-born Lance Corporal Joseph Tombs of 1/King’s won the Victoria Cross for rescuing four men – ingeniously using rifle slings to drag one man back – under intense fire on 16 May 1915. Wounded in the stomach, Tombs helped with recruiting during his convalescence, lost a toe on his return to France but survived the war. He died in Toronto in 1966.

Continue to the road and cross the small bridge [image: images]. To the left is where the second prong of the Festubert attack began and is described in Route 6. Turn right to Chocolat Menier Corner and the Rue du Bois. Turn right at the junction onto the Rue du Bois – the former site of the building that once sported the Chocolat Menier advertisement is on your right where a large private house now stands behind a mature hedge.

The Rue du Bois had a wide pedestrian footpath on both sides and in 1915 a long communication trench called Wood Lane ran parallel and a little to the north of it. After 160m you will come to a turning on the left, this is the Rue des Berceaux [image: images] – Albert Road on trench maps – and leads to the Rue des Berceaux Military Cemetery via Whiskey Corner. The next turning on the left at Factory Corner [image: images] is the Rue des Charbonniers – sometimes called Edward Road – which leads to Windy Corner and the St Vaast Post Military Cemetery, where you will find over seventy of the Boar’s Head casualties. Both these cemeteries are described in Route 7. This is also the location of Factory Trench, mentioned by Edmund Blunden, which ran parallel and a little to the east of the Rue des Charbonniers. From here it is a short distance to your vehicle and the entrance to the Cinder Track.


Route 6

Festubert

A circular tour beginning at: the church at Festubert

Coordinates: 50°32 37.73” N – 2°44 11.00” E

Distance: 7.1km/4.4 miles

Suitable for: [image: images] [image: images]

Grade: Generally easy with some rough ground

Maps: IGN Série Bleue 2405 E – Lens

General description and context: The Festubert offensive was launched from the northern and western edges of a rectangle of land that was contained within the Rue du Bois to the north and La Quinque Rue – D72 – to the south. The offensive began with the first night attack of the war on 15/16 May 1915 when the 2nd Division and the Garhwal Brigade advanced south from the Rue du Bois. Initially successful on the right flank, the attack soon became bogged down as the strength of the German defence prevented any further movement. As the fighting continued Canadian troops were brought in and gave their name to Canadian Orchard which was finally taken after some bitter fighting. The offensive was called off on 25 May 1915. Our route briefly takes in the German attack of April 1918 before visiting the May 1915 southern attack launched by 20 and 22 Brigades astride Prince’s Road. A visit to the former site of Cour d’Avouè Farm and the Canadian Orchard is included before returning to Festubert after passing Dead Cow Farm.

Directions to start: Festubert is situated at the junction of the D72 between Gorre and Lorgies and the D166 which runs south from the Rue du Bois to Cuinchy. The church is at the staggered crossroads in the centre of the village [image: images].

Route description: If you stand on the church steps and look towards the crossroads in front of you the scene would have been much the same in April 1918. The houses on the corner opposite mark the site of Festubert Keep whilst Festubert Keep East was situated some 300m behind the church. Our route begins along the D166 – signposted Lorgies, Richebourg and Locon and heads north along the Rue des Cailloux for 600m before it takes the first turning on the right. There is a dedicated pedestrian and cycle path for part of the way and pedestrians will find the verge along the remainder is wide enough to walk along. On reaching the large calvary turn right [image: images] at what was known as Brewery Corner to pass farm buildings on the left. This is the modern day Rue du Sèche which is referred to as the Rue de Cailloux in contemporary regimental histories and trench maps and is not to be confused with the modern day Rue des Cailloux mentioned above.
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The church in the centre of Festubert.


When you reach the small shrine on the left, stop and look behind the shrine into the fields beyond. The former site of Cailloux Keep North was approximately 80m north of where you are standing. A communication trench ran from the keep, across the road to Cailloux Keep South which was in the fields behind you. Both were part of the 1918 British ‘Village Line’ which came under German attack during the Battle of the Lys in the later phase of their Georgette offensive. Note the openness of the ground criss-crossed by ditches and drainage dykes and just imagine for a moment attempting to cross such ground under fire from well-placed machine-gun posts. On 18 April 1918 the line running south from the Cailloux Keeps to Le Plantin was held by 1/Gloucesters; Lieutenant Colonel Tweedie remembered the German attack that day beginning at 8.15am:

Opposite Cailloux Keep, where D Company were in position, the leading wave [of Germans] was within 150 yards of our wire before the fog, lifting, disclosed them and here they made no further headway . . . One lucky individual, a German-American, succeeded in getting into Cailloux Keep. Taking his courage in his hands, he suddenly loomed out of the mist, hands in his pockets, large cigar in his mouth, and announced to our nearest men, he was thoroughly fed up.

The Gloucesters held their positions all day – surrounded at one point on all sides – refusing to give way and by 5pm had broken the enemy advance. Their action resulted in the men of the battalion being awarded four Military Crosses, four Distinguished Conduct Medals, twenty-four Military Medals and a DSO for Tweedie.

Continue along the road and just after passing the copse on the right you will see the former site of the brewery which was situated in the fields on the left roughly halfway between the farm buildings and the residential houses ahead of you. Notice the width and depth of the drainage dykes: they are in approximately the same position as they were in 1915. Continue until you see the ‘no through road’ sign at the entrance to the narrow Ruelle de la Carnoye [image: images] on your left. This culde-sac was the road to Indian Village, a farm which housed several Canadian regimental aid posts behind 2 Canadian Brigade’s front during the Battle of Festubert. The present-day farm you can see is roughly on the same spot. Although horse-drawn ambulances were able to make the journey to ferry the wounded back this was the only point that motor ambulances from Festubert could not reach due to roads being axle-deep in mud because of the unseasonably cold and wet weather. Even today in bad weather the narrow metalled roads are not too good!

In another 300m you will pass the Rue du Taillis – Duke’s Road – on the right [image: images]. In 1915 this road marked the approximate point at which the German line crossed the road on 16 May, prior to the Battle of Festubert, before it swung northeast towards Neuve Chapelle.

The trench lines ran from left to right in front of you and to help you get your bearings, a few metres further on Prince’s Road [image: images] runs roughly north for 1km to reach the Rue du Bois at Chocolat Menier Corner. On Sunday 16 May, the first full day of the Battle of Festubert (initial attacks had gone in at 11.30pm on 15 May), 20 Brigade’s attack on the German line took place at 3.15am. Advancing towards Cour d’Avoué Farm and la Quinque Rue, their attack straddled Prince’s Road whilst 22 Brigade advanced either side of the road on which you are standing – Rue Sèche. It was from here that 2/Scots Guards of 20 Brigade – on the left of the road – pushed well into the German defensive system and on into British military legend. In the confusion of battle a mixed force of some eighty men, mainly from F Company but joined by those of other companies and even some 1/RWF, became isolated from the main force and, surrounded on all sides, are believed to have fought to the last cartridge. When the area was later cleared it was reported that the bodies of these men were found in a circle with German dead all around. Old Etonian G.P.A. Fildes, then serving as an officer in the Coldstream Guards, later wrote in his diary:

a company of Scots Guards … repelled attack after attack, until, enveloped on all sides, it had been overwhelmed. Only when the ground passed once more into British occupation a few days later did the full heroism of their end become known. The bodies of these gallant men were found facing in every direction, ringed round with swathes of German dead.

They have become known to history as ‘The Immortals of Festubert’. The probable location of their stand was in the region of a small orchard which once stood to the north of the junction of Rue de l’Etang with the Quinque Rue (D72).

During the fighting in this vicinity a Victoria Cross was earned in the fields to your right by CSM Frederick Barter of 1/Royal Welch Fusiliers who, along with eight bombers, captured 500yd of trench and 105 POWs. Some of the German IR 57 prisoners were miners from Poland and a captured officer later remarked, ‘I had only just arrived at the front, I was in Lille for three days, and was then sent to the trenches. The first day I was shelled; the next day a British soldier threw a bomb at me. I thought I had had enough, so I surrendered.’ A number of Barter’s bombers won DCMs. ‘Private Hardy’, who was killed in the action, was attached from 2/Queen’s. Hardy was actually Captain Hugh Sale Smart of 53/Sikhs who had deserted his regiment to fight in France. He is remembered on the Le Touret Memorial with his commissioned rank.
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CSM Frederick Barter VC.


Ignoring the no-entry sign – this only applies to vehicles – continue past the farm on the right and stop. On the second day of the Battle of Festubert the British attack in this sector was held up by intense German machine-gun fire. On 16 May, 4 (Guards) Brigade were brought up to continue the attack. Moving in artillery formation from Le Touret through Indian Village, their attack was delayed until 18 May when they were ordered to attack Cour d’Avoué Farm and a point known as P14 a little to the south of the farm. In the fields opposite the farm the first rush across the flat 400m of no-man’s-land towards the farm was made by noted soldier and pioneer aviator Major Basil Barrington-Kennett and No. 3 Company of 2/Grenadier Guards. Struggling to cross the numerous ditches, there was no cover to be had from enemy machine-gun fire. The first platoon was mown down in the first 75m, the remainder soon sharing the same fate as the ground became strewn with dead and wounded. The brigade historian rather lamely remarked, ‘It was magnificent to see the gallant manner in which they brought up reinforcements, unfortunately with no success’.

Watching the attack from behind a mound of earth Lieutenant Colonel Wilfrid Smith, commanding the battalion, was mortally wounded and died the next day. Both men are buried at Le Touret Military Cemetery. Lance Sergeant Joe Dickinson was the only man of 2/Grenadiers killed on 19 May as the Guards dug in and buried their dead under a terrific bombardment. Dickinson – sometimes referred to as Dickenson – was the first Reading FC player to be involved in the First World War and was arguably one of the first English professional footballers to be killed in action. He left a wife Winifred, a son aged 2 and a 5-month-old daughter Kathleen whom he never saw.
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Major Basil Barrington-Kennett.


Continue to the junction of tracks [image: images] and bear right. You can now see the former moat that once surrounded Cour d’Avoué Farm. The farm itself was not rebuilt but the buildings once occupied the western corner of the compound and, after 25 May 1915, were technically in no-man’s-land. Some 60m from the junction of tracks you will cross the former German front line which ran behind the farm to meet the line of the Quinque Rue before running southwest; whilst to the north it ran up to the Boar’s Head salient before turning east to run parallel to the Rue du Bois.

At the junction with the main road turn left. You are now behind the German front line and should be able to see more of the Cour d’Avoué Farm moat as you continue along the D72. Take care here, the road is not particularly busy but there is no footpath. In 200m you will come to a narrow road [image: images] on the right, turn down here, heading along the line of what was once Serpent Trench. At the next junction (300m) turn right again [image: images] along the grass track keeping the dyke on your left. The track can be muddy and cyclists may find the ground somewhat uneven in places. In 450m you will cross the old German front line again as you head towards Canadian Orchard, which you should be able to see ahead of you on the left. The Orchard was taken by 3 Canadian Brigade on 20 May after a series of attacks on the German strongpoint that eventually created a salient-like feature in the new British front line. No further advance was made from here and the line remained static until 1918.
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The moat is all that remains of the former Cour d’Avoué Farm.
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The track heading southeast from the D72 follows the approximate line of Serpent Trench.


[image: images]

The former Canadian Orchard, seen here on the left, is now a caravan site. On the right, the line of the wall bordering the timber yard can be seen.


At the junction with the road turn left to pass the former site of Canadian Orchard [image: images], now a caravan site, on the left. As you pass the Orchard you will see a large timber yard ahead of you with a road/track [image: images] running alongside the northwestern edge. Turn right to take the track which follows the approximate line of the overhead power lines. This track marks the British front line which was established after the Battle of Festubert, the German front line – Dover Trench – being 200m across to your left. The track soon breaks out across open fields with the D72 – Quinque Rue – visible on the right. Continue to the obvious dyke where a sometimes indistinct and overgrown grass pathway on the right follows the dyke towards a private house with the D72 almost immediately behind. At the house turn left to follow the track to a junction with the minor road. The old German North Breastworks ran part of the way along here and was taken by the Canadian 16/Battalion on 18 May.

Turn right at the junction to find the small car park on your right where a memorial [image: images] to the Canadian 15/Battalion (48th Highlanders) has been placed. The information panel describes the part played by the Canadian 3 Brigade in its attack on Canadian Orchard. The minor road opposite the memorial is the southern end of the Rue du Taillis, which connects the Quinque Rue (D72) with the Rue du Sèche. From the memorial turn left along the D72, after 150m you will reach the site of the ‘Old German Line’, their front line before it was taken on 16 May in the 20 Brigade attack. Another 350m will bring you to a small central reservation in the middle of the road with a patch of open ground on the right – you will see a tall clump of trees just beyond it. This was the site of Dead Cow Farm [image: images]. It was in this area around the farm that 20 Brigade assembled prior to their advance on 16 May 1915. In approximately another 150m on the left is the former site of Festubert Keep East. From here it is only a short distance to the church in the centre of Festubert and your vehicle.


Route 7

Northern Car Tour

A circular tour beginning at: the Indian Memorial at Neuve Chapelle

Coordinates: 50°34 30.67” N – 2°46 29.44” E

Distance; 37.6km/23.3 miles

Suitable for: [image: images] [image: images]

Maps: IGN Top 100 – 102 Lille/Maubeuge

General description and context: This is essentially a car tour which covers the 1914 and 1915 battlefronts and should be seen as a framework on which you can base your personal requirements. Experienced cyclists will, however, have little difficulty in managing the route, which begins at the Port Arthur crossroads, sometimes referred to as la Bombe crossroads. We begin with a tour of the Neuve Chapelle battlefield before continuing along the Rue du Bois to Festubert before taking in the actions in Givenchy during the April 1918 German offensive and a visit to the 55th Division Memorial. The tour concludes with the 1914 action at Violaines. We visit twelve other sites and locations as well as eleven CWGC cemeteries and six memorials that bear testament to the huge cost of the fighting. The international composition of the Allied armies which fought in this sector over the course of the war is not only brought home by the Indian Memorial at Port Arthur but also by the Portuguese Cemetery, close by, both of which stand as a fitting tribute to the fragility of man, an enduring element of warfare we are reminded of by the numerous May 1940 casualties which we pass en route.

Directions to start: The Port Arthur crossroads are approximately 5km north of La Bassée on the D947 and can be found southwest of the village of Neuve Chapelle. The junction is marked by the serenity of the mature trees and the spectacular, circular Indian Memorial.

Route description: Park outside the memorial, the site of which was just behind the British front line at the southern end of the Neuve Chapelle attack by the Indian Corps on 10 March 1915. The attack here swung to the right towards the Portuguese Cemetery and faltered against uncut German wire. The memorial – designed by Sir Herbert Baker – is an imposing circular structure with a tall column flanked by two Bengal tigers on its northeastern side. The names of over 4,700 dead who have no known grave are carved into the walls; names which include two Victoria Cross recipients, Rifleman Gobar Sing Negi of 2/39 Garhwal Rifles (for actions at Neuve Chapelle on 10 March 1915) and Lieutenant William McCrae Bruce of 59/Scinde Rifles, whose award was not officially recognized until September 1919 for the leadership and bravery he displayed near Givenchy almost five years earlier, on the night of 19 December 1914.
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The Indian Memorial at the Port Arthur crossroads.
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The Crichton Memorial dedicated to Lieutenant Cyril Crichton.
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Lieutenant William Bruce VC.


India sent over 140,000 men to the Western Front representing a wide range of religious, linguistic and ethnic cultures. The officers were largely British who, rather incongruously, are given Indian nationality in the CWGC database. In 1964 a bronze panel was added to this memorial with the names of 210 servicemen who died in captivity. If you walk round to the western wall by turning right at the entrance, you will find the Crichton Memorial dedicated to Lieutenant Cyril Crichton of 3/Londons who was killed at Neuve Chapelle, one of very few private memorials erected by the families of those killed in action. At about 5pm on 10 March 1915 Crichton and his men attacked the German breastwork at Port Arthur (150yd northeast of the Port Arthur crossroads), Crichton calling out ‘Follow me’. Shot in the leg, he fell after a few paces but rose to yell ‘charge’ before he was hit again, fatally this time. Buried close by, in 1916 his family became concerned that his grave wasn’t being cared for, but in 1918 his father asked that it be left in place as he intended buying the patch of land on which it stood. When he visited in 1919 there was no grave, but he was shown a spot, somewhere on the site of the present Indian Memorial, where the grave was said to have been. A memorial was erected and looked after by Mme Charlan of l’Auberge de la Bombe on the far side of the roundabout. Crichton’s body finally came to light on 27 February 1925 behind a house about 150m along the road to Neuve Chapelle; his identity disc, his personal effects and silk handkerchief confirmed his identity. Damaged along with the Indian Memorial during fighting here in May 1940 and later by a vehicle, the memorial was moved to its present position when the road was widened in 1965. Crichton is now buried in Le Touret Military Cemetery. Before you leave you should be able to catch sight of the cones at the site of the Loos Double Crassier if you look to the south.

Drive up to the roundabout at the centre of the junction, which was originally known as Port Arthur crossroads, and take the first exit onto the D171 – signposted Neuve Chapelle and Armentières. After 600m you will arrive in the centre of the village with the church on the left. Immediately after passing the church turn left onto the Rue du Moulin, taking note of the CWGC signposts for Neuve Chapelle British Cemetery and Neuve Chapelle Farm Cemetery on the right. Take the next left which will bring you to the car park behind the church. Walk round to visit the church and Mairie which we describe in Route 2. From the car park return to the Rue du Moulin and turn left and after 100m you will see a CWGC signpost for Neuve Chapelle British Cemetery. Turn right and park. The cemetery is approached along the narrow grass path and described in Route 2. After visiting the cemetery, retrace your steps and turn right at the Rue du Moulin. Drive slowly as 150m after the right-hand bend you will see the narrow grass pathway on the right that leads to Neuve Chapelle Farm Cemetery.

The cemetery is sited almost exactly on the old British front line of 10 March and was begun during the battle by 1/13 Battalion London Regiment, better known as the ‘Kensingtons’. Tragically, over half the casualties here remain unidentified and of those who have been identified, twenty-one are soldiers who served with the Kensingtons. At 9am on 10 March the Kensingtons were part of the second wave of 25 Brigade. On 12 March the battalion suffered heavy casualties from a sustained German artillery bombardment and many of the casualties in the cemetery – and no doubt a number of the unidentified – are casualties from that barrage. As the battle drew to a conclusion, two days later, 53-year-old Captain Arthur Prismall (S.2), commanding B Company, was killed. He is remembered on the memorial at Banks Cricket and Athletic Club in Catford and on the battalion war memorial in Kensington Central Library. Before you leave the cemetery find time to visit Private George Herbert (I.3), one of a sprinkling of Royal Berkshire Regiment soldiers who was killed during the 25 Brigade advance on 10 March.

Retrace your steps to the road and before you turn right, look across to the fields on the left of the road towards the line of the D974. It was in this area that the first Victoria Cross of the battle was won by Rifleman Gobar Sing Negi, a bayonet man fighting with the bombers of No. 2 Company of 2/39 Garhwal Rifles during their advance towards the eastern end of the village. Assuming command of his party, he worked round the traverses of a captured German trench time and again, rounding up prisoners as he went. Sadly, the award to the 21-year-old rifleman was posthumous.

Continue to the T-junction and turn right onto the D170 – Rue de Carnin. Continue along the road which soon opens out on the left. The road runs parallel to the British assembly positions on 10 March 1915. Follow the road through the sharp right-hand bend and where the road bends left again stop where convenient. If you walk up to the main road you will see the Moated Grange Farm across to the left. We describe the fighting that took place here in Route 2.

Now continue to the junction with the D171 and turn left to pass the Moated Grange on the right. Continue to the next crossroads and turn right along the D168 – Rue des Lurons. After 200m you will pass over what was the British front line on 10 March 1915 and in another 150m, on the right of the road, was the site of the German strongpoint known as the Quadrilateral which was taken by 2/Scots Guards on 12 March. The road now travels through two sharp bends, after which you come to a T-junction. This is High Trees Corner. The minor road to your right joins the southeastern end of the Sunken Road. Our route takes us straight ahead on the Rue de Piètre and on reaching the large farm buildings on the right you will find a large concrete German bunker on the left, just after the next bend. The bunker was one of a number built after the March 1915 battle and this one, built on the line of the Layes Brook and having interlocking fire zones with others constructed along this line, dominated the flat open ground towards Neuve Chapelle. Looking along the line of the Layes to the northeast you will see the buildings of the old Moulin du Piètre surrounded by mature trees.
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The German blockhouse on the Rue de Pietre.


Continue over the Layes Brook towards the buildings of Piètre, then turn right at the crossroads onto the D41a and stop where convenient. Piètre was the scene of one of the three diversionary attacks to the Battle of Loos on 25 September 1915, and, as described in the Official History, France and Belgium (1925), designed to ‘hold the enemy’s infantry and reserves, and prevent their withdrawal from the fronts attacked’. The attack by the Indian Corps began at 6am against the German salient immediately west of the Moulin du Piètre. Designed to gain a foothold on the Aubers Ridge, although some units drove through as far as the German support line, they were unable to hold their gains and the advance faltered before the Moulin du Piètre was captured. By 4pm German counter-attacks had pushed the last detachments back to the original British line. Lieutenant George Maling, RAMC, and Rifleman Kulbir Thapa, 2/3 Gurkha Rifles, were both awarded the Victoria Cross for repeatedly collecting and treating wounded men whilst under fire over a period of some 24 hours. Over 3,000 British and Indian casualties were sustained between 25 and 27 September 1915, the bulk of which occurred on the 25th. The Moulin du Piètre, which you saw from the site of the pillbox earlier, is a short detour of less than a kilometre to the northeast from these crossroads.

Just before the next T-junction you will see the recently placed memorial to Pilot Officer Jozef Bondar of 303 Squadron on the left. His Spitfire was shot down in June 1941, during the Circus 26 operation. Bondar (VI.G.2) is buried at Aubers Ridge British Cemetery. At the next junction – with the calvary on the right – pause. The road to your right – signposted D168 Neuve Chapelle – runs over the Layes Bridge where the German machine-gun position was sited. The action here is described briefly in Route 2.
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Lieutenant George Maling VC.


Continue straight ahead – the D41a now becoming the D168 – keeping the woods of the Bois du Biez on your left. The wood still contains many shell craters which fill up in wet weather and the remains of several German concrete blockhouses. The wood is private property but to see one of the blockhouses turn left at the next crossroads and take the minor road that runs through the wood to a T-junction. Turn right along the Rue du Bois du Biez and after 400m you will come across a post-March 1915 bunker on the edge of the wood, visible from the road. Heavily overgrown in summer, access across a ditch is difficult and not for the faint-hearted. In the late 1990s the Letters G M U ‘Gott Mit Uns’ were still visible on the walls. We suggest you retrace your route to the D168 afterwards to avoid the confusion of roads hereabouts created by the recently constructed housing estate.

Back at the junction with the D168 turn left, keeping the mass of the Bois du Biez on your left. Overnight on 10 March 1915, after the British had taken Neuve Chapelle, the Germans dug a brand new front-line trench – Sandy Trench on 1917 maps – which came in diagonally from your right and then, about 300m further on, ran parallel with the road 50m or so beyond the back gardens of the houses on your right. It then cut across the road another 50m up ahead before swinging southeast again and changing its name to Sally Trench. It was a truly Herculean effort but it impeded any further British advance.

At the next T-junction – near a spot marked on trench maps as Seven Sisters – turn right towards Neuve Chapelle. Although this junction was not technically part of the German front line it was controlled by the Germans; communication trenches and forward saps snaked out towards the houses here so that the Germans could keep in touch with the British line another 400m further on.

Continue – you are now traversing the old post-March 1915 noman’s-land – to the crossroads which was behind the captured British line of 10 March 1915, then turn left onto the D171 – signposted Richebourg, La Bassée and Béthune. This road will return you to the roundabout at the Indian Memorial where you should take the second exit along the D171. This is the Rue du Bois which achieved notoriety in 1915 as the gateway to the British front-line trenches that ran parallel to the road some 350m to your left. Approximately 1km from the Indian Memorial you will see the Cinder Track on the left – Rue Noirette – which is a short distance before the first major junction with the D166 on your right; a spot known as Factory Corner. Rue Noirette should not be confused with the Rue du Quesgniot which, in some guidebooks, has been incorrectly identified as the Cinder Track. Contemporary trench maps mark the Cinder Track quite clearly 150m east of Factory Corner. Park your vehicle and armed with the description of what occurred here during the Battles of Aubers Ridge, Festubert and the 1916 Boar’s Head attack (see Route 5) walk down the track to visit the former British front line. There is parking on the opposite side of the road a few metres further on,

After returning to your vehicle, continue along the Rue du Bois, the CWGC signpost for St Vaast Post Military Cemetery soon appearing on your left. Turn right on to the D166 – Rue des Charbonniers. This junction was known as Factory Corner due to its proximity to several large buildings marked simply as ‘Factory’ on trench maps. Continue along what was known as Edward Road to the next crossroads – Windy Corner – continuing straight ahead. (There are several Windy Corners and this one should not be confused with the Windy Corner at Givenchy.) St Vaast Post Military Cemetery is just over 1km further on. During the Battle of Festubert in May 1915, British soldiers began burying their dead in an old orchard near a dressing station located at the terminus of a trench tramway between the hamlet of Richebourg St Vaast and la Croix Barbet. The cemetery was used by fighting units serving in the front-line and field ambulances until July 1917 and is the final resting place of over seventy men of the South Downs Sussex battalions who were killed during the Boar’s Head attack on 30 June 1916. Private Leonard Blaker (III.S.5) was killed serving with D Company, 13/Royal Sussex and tragically his younger brother, Frank Blaker, was killed on the same day serving with 12/Royal Sussex. He is remembered on the Loos Memorial, Panel 67. The letters SD which prefix Leonard Blaker’s army number (SD 3525) are an abbreviation of South Downs, marking him as one of those men who enlisted in Sussex into one of the three battalions raised by Claude Lowther.
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St Vaast Post Military Cemetery.


In April and May 1918, the Germans buried ninety of their dead in the southeastern section of the cemetery and in September and October 1918, eighteen British soldiers killed during the final Allied advance were laid to rest in Plot V. There are now almost 800 casualties buried or commemorated here, including over 90 German burials which are grouped together in 4 plots at the far end of the cemetery. In April 1918 there was a defended post here garrisoned by the Portuguese, although the fate of the men is unknown.

The highest ranking officer is 44-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Edmund Bousfield (II.A.2) who was commissioned into the South Wales Borderers in September 1880 before joining the Indian Staff Corps two years later. He died of wounds received on 25 May whilst in command of 1/Gurkha Rifles. Belfast-born Major James Woods (I.A.2) of the Indian Medical Service was only 38 years old when he was killed treating the wounded of 39/Garhwal Rifles on 9 May 1915. Commissioned in 1902, he had seen active service on the North West Frontier and had been Mentioned in Despatches. Spare a thought too for Sepoy Muhammed Fateh (D.5) killed on 4 October 1915 serving with 40/Pathans, one of so many young men of the Indian Army who died fighting for the British Empire thousands of miles away from home. Here you will also find Private Ernest Beaumont (I.G.1) who was shot for deserting his post with the 2/Leicesters on 24 June 1915.

Retrace your route to the Windy Corner crossroads and turn right along the Rue des Haies, following the left-hand bend – Whisky Corner – to a T-junction. Turn right and in another 225m you will find Rue des Berceaux Military Cemetery on the left.

The cemetery was begun in January 1915 and used until February 1917. In April 1918 two German soldiers were buried here, and some further British burials were made in Plot I, Row D in September 1918. Plot II was made after the Armistice by the concentration of graves from local battlefields and from smaller cemeteries. Here you will find eleven casualties from late 1914, including seven men from 2/Middlesex who were killed in the trenches, probably from shellfire. There are now over 450 casualties commemorated on this site and of these nearly half are unidentified. One of the two commanding officers buried here is 47-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Percy Eliot-Lockhart DSO (II.F.19) who died of wounds whilst in command of the 59th (Scinde) Rifles on 12 March 1915. Commissioned in 1887, he wrote an account of the Malakand Field Force Expedition in 1898 with Viscount Fincastle VC and was awarded the DSO in 1899. Commanding 1/4 Gurkha Rifles was 45-year-old Acting Lieutenant Colonel David Young (I.B.8) who was another casualty on 12 March. He was also an Indian Army veteran who was commissioned in 1892 and had seen service in the Waziristan Expedition in 1894.

Probably the most notable individual in the cemetery is the flamboyant 31-year-old Captain Anthony Wilding (II.D.37), a tall, blonde-haired, world-renowned tennis champion and lover of aeroplanes, fast cars, motorcycles and beautiful American film stars, who joined the Royal Marines and was later attached to the Royal Naval Air Service. Born in New Zealand but educated at Trinity College, Cambridge, he graduated in 1905, returning home with the intention of joining his father’s law practice. After winning the National Tennis Championships in 1906 he returned to England where he was called to the Bar at the Inner Temple. Winning the doubles title at Wimbledon in 1907 he went on to repeat it the following year, adding the New Zealand and Australian titles to his haul and the Australian title again in 1909 before going on the win the South African singles title and the Wimbledon singles and doubles crowns in 1910. He retained his Wimbledon singles crown for the next three years – 1911, 1912 and 1913 – with 1913 seeing Wilding at the zenith of his career winning three world championship singles titles. By March 1915 he was in command of one of the first armoured car squadrons in France – the Motor Bandits. Wilding had experimented with fitting a 3-pounder gun on a trailer and on 9 May 1915 he was behind the British trenches west of Neuve Chapelle on Oxford Street – the present-day Rue Brune – which runs parallel to the D947 north of the Indian Memorial, providing supporting fire to 1/Seaforth Highlanders in the Battle of Aubers Ridge. Taking a break after 12 hours of almost continuous firing he crept into a dugout to rest and was killed at 4.45pm by a direct hit from a heavy shell. He was buried in a small orchard on Edgware Road, the Rue de la Vielle Bombe, at dawn next day – his grave marked with a temporary cross fashioned from wooden crates – and reburied in his present location in February 1920 by 733rd Labour Company.
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Captain Anthony Wilding.


Before you leave, 21-year-old Lance Corporal Frederick Newling (I.C.21) of D Company, 9/Cheshires, would appreciate a visit. Born in Stockport, Fred was the St Luke’s Football Club secretary before he enlisted in September 1914. He was shot by a sniper on 16 April 1916 whilst in the trenches near the Ferme du Bois.

Leave the cemetery and retrace your route to the T-Junction then turn right onto the Rue des Berceaux which will return you to the junction with the Rue du Bois. Turn right. The first turning on the left was known as Chocolat Menier Corner, its name being taken from the ‘Chocolat Menier’ advertisement which was displayed on the gable end of the house that stood on this corner.

In just over 2km you will see Le Touret Military Cemetery and Memorial to the Missing on the left. There is parking here. The memorial commemorates over 13,400 British soldiers who were killed in this sector of the Western Front from the beginning of October 1914 to the eve of Loos in late September 1915 and who have no known grave. The memorial takes the form of a loggia surrounding an open rectangular court and the names of those commemorated are listed on panels set into the walls of the court and the gallery, arranged by regiment, rank and alphabetically by surname within the rank. There are four Victoria Cross winners named here, Private Abraham Acton (Panel 19), Private Jacob Rivers (Panel 27), Corporal William Anderson (Panel 12) and Private Edward Barber (Panel 2). There are also eight soldiers who were shot for desertion, Private Joseph Ball (Panel 31), Private James Briggs (Panel 19), Private Thomas Cummings (Panel 4), Private John Duncan (Panel 41), Private F. Sheffield (Panel 31), Private Albert Smythe (Panel 4), Private Edward Tanner (Panel 33) and Driver John Bell (Panel 1). Included on Panel 1 is Lance Sergeant Joe Dickinson of 2/Grenadier Guards, the first Reading FC player to be involved in the First World War and probably one of the first English professional footballers to be killed in action on 19 May 1915 (see Route 6). On Panels 22 and 23 you will find the names of over eighty-five of the men of the Dorsetshire Regiment who were killed at Cuinchy on 12 and 13 October 1914 (see Route 8).
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Le Touret Military Cemetery and Memorial to the Missing.


The cemetery was begun by the Indian Corps in November 1914 and used continually by field ambulance units up until the German Spring Offensive overran the site in April 1918. Today over 900 casualties are buried here including Second Lieutenant Cyril Crichton (IV.C.34) whose memorial you would have seen at the Port Arthur crossroads near the Indian Memorial at the start of this tour. Lieutenant Colonel Walter Alexander (II.D.11) is one of six commanding officers buried here. Having been wounded in October 1914 at Gheluvelt, he was killed by a shell whilst inspecting 2/Wiltshire Regiment’s trenches on 14 May 1915. Buried next to him is Lieutenant Colonel Lewis Wood (II.D.12) of 2/Border Regiment who died on 16 May 1915. Born into the affluent Wood family of Melton Hall, Woodbridge, he was the youngest of five children and uncle to the three sons of his brother Ernest, all of whom were killed in action. Lieutenant Colonel Claude Fenner (I.B.4) was killed whilst in command of 59/Scinde Rifles on 23 December 1914 and was succeeded by Lieutenant Colonel Percy Eliot-Lockhart DSO, whom we have already met at Rue des Berceaux Military Cemetery. Fenner was killed by a sniper whilst standing up directing operations. Lieutenant Colonel Wilfrid Smith CMG (44) (II.D.14), 2/Grenadier Guards, was hit by a sniper’s bullet on 18 May 1915. He died of wounds the next day. Commissioned in 1890, he arrived to take command of the battalion on 19 September 1914 whilst the BEF was fighting on the Aisne. Lieutenant Colonel Harry Fisher (38) (IV.B.31) was commanding 12/York and Lancasters when he was killed in action on 3 October 1916. Colonel Murray Hilton (59) (III.A.28) is the oldest man in the cemetery having retired from the army in 1904 after commanding 3/Worcesters. In 1914 he was recalled and placed in command of 7/East Lancs and was killed on 20 October 1915.
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Lieutenant Colonel Murray Hilton.


Buried next to his CO, Lieutenant Colonel Wilfrid Smith, is Major Basil Barrington-Kennett (II.D.13) who was one of the most prominent aviators in the British Army, receiving the Royal Aero Club’s Aviators Certificate in 1911. In February 1912 he set a record for flying in a closed loop of 249 miles in a Nieuport monoplane. On the outbreak of the war Barrington-Kennett was Deputy Assistant Adjutant and Quartermaster-General of the Royal Flying Corps but after the retreat from Mons, the shortage of officers prompted his return to the 2/Grenadier Guards in April 1915 to command No. 3 Company. He was killed in action on 18 May 1915. Sadly, two of his brothers also lost their lives, Major Victor Barrington-Kennett – shot down by Max Immelman in March 1916 – and Aubrey who was killed in September 1914 on the Aisne. Finally, before you leave visit Private Arthur Hayes (III.J.20), a lace maker who emigrated to America in 1911 and returned in 1915 to join 17/Sherwood Foresters. He was killed in action on 8 July 1916.
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The scene captured by the war artist Fortunio Matania of 2/Munster Fusiliers receiving absolution before the Battle of Aubers Ridge.


From the Le Touret Memorial turn round and retrace your route, continuing for 500m to where you see an area enclosed by two stone walls and occasionally used as a gravel dump. This is the spot where the realignment of the old road took place in the 1970s, in the process demolishing a former wayside chapel which stood here and which is depicted in the famous painting The Last General Absolution of the Munster Fusiliers at Rue du Bois by Fortunio Matania. This is the very spot where, on Saturday 8 May before the Battle of Aubers Ridge, 2/Munsters received absolution from the regimental chaplain, Father Francis Gleeson. The battalion had marched from la Tombe Williot, just north of Locon, and was drawn up near a shrine at the edge of the road:

The men were ranged in three sides of a square, their green flags embroidered with the Irish harp . . . Father Gleeson mounted, Colonel Rickard and Captain Thomas Filgate, the Adjutant on their chargers, were in the centre, and in that wonderful twilight Father Gleeson gave a general Absolution . . . The whole regiment with their heads bared then sang the Te Deum.

The Munsters were on their way to take up positions with 3 Brigade in the trenches which you may have visited at the end of the Cinder Track. The illustration first appeared in the Sphere on 27 November 1916. The original was always thought to have been destroyed in the London Blitz in the Second World War but there is no proof to confirm this. It could still be in private hands or lying uncatalogued in a museum storage area!

Continue along the D171 for 140m to the junction with the D166 which you will see on your right, signposted Festubert and Cambrin. After passing through L’Epinette you will come to a T-Junction with a calvary on the right. This was known as Brewery Corner, named after the former brewery that once stood in the fields to the left. Bear right at Brewery Corner to reach the staggered crossroads in the centre of Festubert. If the static chip van is open opposite the church this is a good point at which to stop and stretch your legs. The village was rebuilt in the 1920s but suffered damage again in 1940 during the Battle of France. Today there are still signs of battle damage on the village buildings.

From the church take the D72 towards Beauvry, following the CWGC directions to Post Office Rifles Cemetery. After 450m you will reach Festubert Communal Cemetery on the left. Stop here. There are twelve Second World War burials here of which only six are identified and all casualties of the fighting that took place here in 1940. You will find the CWGC plot on the left near the entrance along with François Copin, the single French casualty from 1918.

Continue for another 300m to find Post Office Rifles Cemetery on the right which was named after an English volunteer unit formed in the 1860s and composed mostly of Post Office employees. By 1914 the unit provided most of the riflemen for 1/8th battalion of the City of London Regiment. British troops began burying their dead here in April 1915 and the cemetery was used until the beginning of July. The gains made during the Battle of Festubert meant that the town was less exposed to enemy fire and this sector remained relatively quiet until the German Spring Offensive of 1918. The cemetery was extended after the Armistice when graves were brought in from the surrounding battlefields, and in particular from the part of the line defended by the 55th Division in April 1918. Sadly, only 128 of those buried here have been identified. You will find a number of casualties of the German Lys offensive here and many of those youngsters who were killed in early April 1918 were probably part of the defence of Givenchy which held out against the German advance. One of those was Private Alfred Dronsfield (II.D.22) of 1/4 Kings Own Royal Lancaster Regiment who lost his life on 9 April 1918.
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Enlistment posters such as this one for the Post Office Rifles were displayed across the country encouraging men between the ages of 19 and 45 to join up.


Leave the cemetery, turn right and take the next turning on the left – Rue de la Veine. After 250m turn right and drive another 600m to the large, brick-built private house with balustrades and ornate barge boards on the left. Stop where convenient. This is the area known in 1918 as the Tuning Fork where the 275 Artillery Brigade guns were positioned during the German 1918 April offensive. The houses here form the hamlet of Le Marais l’Avoué. If you look into the small paddock on the left beyond the large brick house you should be able to see the remains of a British pillbox which is in the approximate area where the 275 Brigade guns would have been dug-in along what was known as the Sailly Labourse – Tuning Fork Line defence line. Continue to where the road bends where there is a convenient turning area then retrace your route to the T-junction with Rue de la Veine and turn right.

Our route bears left at the next junction, following the road round the sharp left-hand bend to the next junction on the right. Turn right here down the Rue des Malvaux which is a cul-de-sac. Continue until the metalled road ends outside the last house on the right – No. 315. Beyond the house you will see the King’s Post Bunker which became part of the Le Preol Defended Locality. The bunker, which was named after the King’s Liverpool Regiment, was built in the summer of 1918 and was probably a brigade HQ. The red rose divisional insignia of the East Lancashire Division is still visible today.

On 9 April 1918 the men of the King’s Liverpool Regiment were engaged in fierce fighting between Festubert and Le Plantin.

Retrace your route and turn right at the junction. In 250m take the next turning on the right – Rue de Plantin – which takes you down a narrow single-track road as far as No. 337, which you will find on the right. Behind and to the right of the house, partly concealed by vegetation, is another group of British concrete bunkers built by 419/Field Company Royal Engineers in June 1918 after the German Lys offensive had been brought to a halt.

Retrace your route and turn right at the junction. Brown’s Road Military Cemetery is another 400m further along the road. The cemetery was begun in October 1914, and continued by field ambulances until November 1917. It was enlarged after the Armistice when graves were brought in from small cemeteries and isolated sites on the surrounding battlefields. The cemetery contains 1,071 burials and commemorations, of which 407 are unidentified. Special memorials commemorate three casualties believed to be buried here, one of whom is Lieutenant James Pitt (Sp. Mem. 3) who was killed on the towpath at Cuinchy on 13 October 1914. Apart from the twenty-one Canadian casualties from the May 1915 attack on Festubert, you will find a large number of casualties from April 1918. Gunner Thomas Clayton MM (21) (IV.C.8) of 237/Siege Battery, killed on 9 April 1918, is one of these men. A number of headstones record the deaths of men who died fighting at Neuve Chapelle in March 1915. Most prominent amongst these is Lieutenant Colonel Wilfrid Marryat Bliss (VIII.J.10) who was in command of 2/Scottish Rifles (2/Cameronians). He is buried along with eight other officers of his battalion – out of a total of thirteen – who were all killed in the 23 Brigade attack on 10 March including his adjutant, Captain Walter Bruce Gray-Buchanan (VIII.J.2) who was with him when he was killed. Just minutes before zero Buchanan had joked with another officer that he would see him in Lille that evening. Just 10 minutes later he was dead. Walter Gray-Buchanan’s brother, Trooper Cecil Gordon Gray-Buchanan of the Australian 2nd Light Horse, was killed in action at the Battle of Quinn’s Post in Gallipoli on 29 May 1915. Before enlisting Cecil had been a grazier with a third brother at Aramac in central Queensland, Australia. Interestingly, given a choice by Lieutenant Colonel Bliss, the officers of B Company 2/Scottish Rifles under Captain E.B. Ferrers carried their swords into battle, some of the last to do so in the British Army. One officer described the scene at zero as he looked up to see Ferrers, ‘monocle carefully adjusted and waving his sword’, scrambling over the parapet 25m to the right and so, ‘calling to his men to follow, over he went’. Ferrer’s sword is now held by the South Lanarkshire Leisure and Culture Museums Service.
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The King’s Post Bunkers.
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Brown’s Road Military Cemetery was designed by Charles Holden.


Three 17-year-old soldiers rest here, Private Edward Haddy (IV.B.6), killed on 29 March 1914 serving with 7/Londons, Rifleman Arthur Paveley (I.A.15), killed on 8 May 1915 serving with D Company, 6/Londons, and Private Gilbert Smith (I.D.1) of 1/South Wales Borderers, killed on 21 December 1914. The 18-year-old Second Lieutenant Charles Woollcombe (V.R.2), who was killed serving with 2/KOSB, was the son of Lieutenant General Charles Woollcombe. Having only joined the battalion on 16 September, Charles served less than a month on active service before his death on 12 October 1914. Killed during the 19th Division attack on the Rue d’Ouvert on 25 September 1915 was Lieutenant Colonel Henry Madocks (I.F.20), commanding 9/Royal Welsh Fusiliers. He was one of 11 officers and 240 other ranks who became casualties in the attack. Hampshire-born Private Gregory Dawkins (VIII.J.13) and Major Reginald Roper (V.A.9) are just two of the casualties suffered by 1/Dorsets on the canal towpath at Cuinchy on 12/13 October 1914. Roper was commissioned in 1892 and had a distinguished career which included being on the directing staff at the Camberley Staff College. He was Mentioned in Despatches for his leadership on 13 October. There are also three soldiers shot for desertion here: Rifleman W. Bellamy (IV.D.19), Private G. Lawton (V.G.13) and Private B. McCubbin (V.B.16).

Leave the cemetery, continue to the next junction and turn right. You are now back on the eastern outskirts of Festubert. Drive slowly, as in 50m you will see a heavily camouflaged British concrete bunker on the left-hand side of the road in the garden of No. 422. This was the former Tramways House Bunker dating from late 1917/early 1918 and originally incorporating the house into which it was built. Used as a HQ for 1/7 King’s Liverpool Regiment, it was part of the Village Defence Line, behind the front line, when the Germans launched their Lys offensive early on 9 April 1918 and men of 1/6 and 1/7 King’s used it as shelter from the bombardment. Although the Germans came close to taking it on 11 April their attacks were beaten back and it remained in British hands. Now almost obscured by a tall hedge, there is still one room in use as a garden store room by the owner. From January 1919, until her death in the early 1970s, the shelter was home to a woman of the village.

Continue for 1.5km until you reach a five-way intersection – Windy Corner – where you will see a CWGC signpost for Guards Cemetery, Windy Corner. Turn hard right; take care here as the turn into Rue Marcelin Berthelot is quite sharp. It was at this junction that the German attack of April 1918 hoped to link up with troops advancing around the north of the village thus isolating Givenchy. Initially they were successful but a spirited counter-attack led by Captain Joseph Cook of 7/King’s Own Royal Lancasters regained the position and held it. The cemetery is on the right just after the left-hand bend. The original cemetery was begun by the 2nd Division in January 1915 and used extensively by the 4th (Guards) Brigade. After the Armistice it was increased when more than 2,700 graves were brought in from the surrounding battlefields, in particular those of Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge and Festubert. The observant will notice some headstones still display impact damage from the fighting that took place around here in May 1940.
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The remaining section of the bunker is used as a garden store.


There are six South Downs men from 12/ and 13/Royal Sussex who were killed in the Boar’s Head attack on 30 June 1916 scattered amongst Plots VI, VII, VIII and X. There are a number of mass graves here, one of which can be found in Plot III, Row G where eight men of 9/Highland Light Infantry can be found, all killed during the Battle of Loos in September 1915. Amongst the more notable individuals is 22-year-old Second Lieutenant Hon. Gerald Bailey (II.B.13), killed on 10 August 1915 serving with 2/Grenadier Guards near Sunken Road Trench. The second son of Lord Glanusk, his younger brother, 17-year-old Midshipman Hon. Bernard Bailey, was killed along with the whole ship’s company when HMS Defence was sunk at the Battle of Jutland in 1916. Another casualty of the costly fight on 13 October 1914 on the canal towpath at Cuinchy was 21-year-old Lieutenant John Turner (III.T.21) of 1/Dorsets. A Special Reserve officer, he was still studying law when called up in August 1914.

Lieutenant Geoffrey Fleming (I.H.12) was the medical officer with 2/Bedfords when he was killed attending the wounded at the regimental aid post on 16 June 1915. Killed a month before was Major John MacKenzie VC DCM (VIII.J.10) who was commanding 2/Bedfords at the time. As a sergeant he won the Victoria Cross in 1900 during the Ashanti Expedition and was commissioned shortly afterwards. His epitaph reads: ‘Too dearly loved ever to be forgotten by his loving wife and son’.

After leaving the cemetery turn around and retrace your route to Windy Corner. Go straight across on the D167 – Rue Robespierre – after 600m you will pass a road junction on the left, slow down here as across to your left is the former site of Moat Farm Keep marked only by the remains of the moat. The farm was never rebuilt after the war but the field of fire it commanded becomes immediately apparent. The farm was garrisoned in April 1918 by 1/4 Loyal North Lancashires who withstood the ferocious opening German attack on 9 April 1918.

Continue to the junction – with the church on your right – where you will see the French war memorial with the unusual commemorative inscription dedicated to the French and British defence of Givenchy in April 1918. Immediately after the modern church building with the tall bell tower, take the next turn right – Rue de Moulin. The Hill-Trevor Memorial is 500m further along this residential street. This memorial commemorates 18-year-old Lieutenant Hilyar Hill-Trevor who was killed in his first action on 21 December 1914 whilst serving with 1/Scots Guards during the attack on the Rue d’Ouvert. It is a replica of the Bushey War Memorial, Watford, and the work of the Scottish sculptor Sir William Reid Dick. Hill-Trevor – a direct descendant of the Duke of Wellington – was commissioned in August 1914 and was promoted to lieutenant a few weeks before his death. Opposite the memorial is Orchard Farm which was rebuilt on the same spot after the war. In the orchard situated behind the farm buildings is the former site of Orchard Keep where the actions of Second Lieutenant Joseph Collin serving with 1/4 King’s Own Lancasters earned him a posthumous Victoria Cross during the defence of the Keep on 9 April 1918, the day before his 25th birthday. Picture the scene. After holding out all day in the Keep with his platoon, Collin finally withdrew with the five men who remained, fighting hard every inch of the way. Attacking one machine-gun team single-handed and putting it out of action, he then engaged another with a Lewis gun until he was fatally wounded. It was a remarkable example of leadership and dogged resistance.
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The Hilyar Hill-Trevor Memorial on the Rue de Moulin.


Turn round – there is a suitable turning spot a little further up the road on the left – and retrace your route back to the junction at the church. Turn right, and after 300m the road bends round to the left, directly ahead you will see the imposing 55th (West Lancashire) Division Memorial. Parking is possible to the right of the memorial. Before your visit you may wish to walk up to Givenchy Communal Cemetery which you will find on the right. Here you will find the men of 7/Worcesters who died holding the line of the La Bassée Canal in 1940 including Lieutenant George Coventry (A.2), the 10th Earl of Coventry, who was killed on 27 May 1940.
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Second Lieutenant Joseph Collin is buried at Vielle Chapelle New British Cemetery.


The 55th Division Memorial commemorates the fighting that took place in this area when the division found themselves almost surrounded as the German Lys offensive gathered pace. From 9–16 April the Lancashire Territorials remained steadfast as they fell back to their line of resistance along the road to Windy Corner. The front by the following day curled around the top of Festubert and then turned northwest towards Locon. On 11 April a second attempt was made to break the resolve of the 55th Division, but apart from a few hundred metres on its left, the German assault by four divisions was repulsed. The memorial is the work of Edouard Baisine. It was only after the unveiling in 1921 that it was discovered the monument had been constructed without official permission! Retrospective permission was finally granted in 1926.

Situated on the eastern periphery of the same site is a striking memorial to Sapper William Hackett VC and the Tunnelling Companies of the First World War. This long overdue memorial was unveiled on 19 June 2010 and commemorates the men of all nations who lived, fought and died during the underground war in France and Flanders. An illustrated explanatory panel describing the work of the Tunnelling Companies is located adjacent to the memorial. Another tells the story of the posthumous Victoria Cross earned by Sapper William Hackett of 254/Tunnelling Company RE on 22/23 June 1916, when his party of five had been trapped in a collapsed gallery at a depth of about 12m due to the detonation of a heavy German mine at 2.50am which created the Red Dragon Crater. The explosion blew in 8m of tunnel, cutting the five men off from the Shaftesbury Shaft head and safety. Rescuers worked tirelessly to clear the debris and after two days of digging Hackett and three of the men finally breached the wall of earth and broken timbers and three crawled to safety. Hackett could have saved himself at this point but the broken ribs of 22 year-old Thomas Collins of the Swansea Pals (14/Welsh Regiment) meant he could not escape, and Hackett refused to leave him behind with the words ‘I am a tunneller, I must look after the others first’. In an act of supreme self-sacrifice Hackett remained with Collins for another two days until the gallery collapsed again on 27 June 1916 entombing them both for eternity.


[image: images]

The Tunnellers’ Memorial at Givenchy.
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Sapper William Hackett VC.


Constructed of Lakeland slate – Brathay blue-black for the outer ‘frame’ representing the timber ‘sett’ of the gallery and Kirkstone sea green for the engraved interior – the memorial’s dimensions mimic the interior of mine galleries driven in the Flanders clays and match precisely those in which William Hackett and his comrades were working in June 1916 – 120cm (4ft) high, 80cm (2ft 6in) wide. It is stark reminder of the claustrophobic nature of the tunnellers’ work and the cramped conditions in which men toiled and often died. Look through the ‘T’ cut into the memorial – representing the Tunnellers’ shoulder title – over the open ground towards the buildings on the road to the left of the water tower. The visitor’s gaze is drawn to a point 40m away to the exact site of the original shaft head of the Shaftsbury Gallery close to the spot on the surface beneath which the two men lie still. The Red Dragon Crater was a little further to your right. William Hackett’s name is on Panel 1 of the Ploegsteert Memorial to the Missing. Inexplicably, in this well-documented case where two men who died together still lie together, Thomas Collins’ name appears on the Thiepval Memorial on the Somme! Why they are not commemorated in the same place is a mystery.

Continue round the bend for 100m and pause. This was the approximate British front line in 1916, a line that was pushed back in April 1918 by the German offensive. Archaeological research by Dr Tony Pollard of Glasgow University revealed the centre of the former Red Dragon Crater to be 70m or so into the fields to your right. On 21 June 1916, 2/Royal Welch Fusiliers took over the sector known locally as the Duck’s Bill. At 2.50am on 22 June a German mine exploded directly under the battalion forming a crater 100m x 50m wide and some 10m deep. The same explosion trapped Sapper Hackett’s party below ground. The German attack which developed was repulsed by the Royal Welch and the crater was given its name in honour of their stand. The famous author and poet Robert Graves joined 2nd Battalion in the trenches at Givenchy on 5 July after convalescent leave in Britain and tells how he joined it in the middle of a retaliatory raid in response to the blowing of the German mine.

Only a few days before, the Germans had sent up the biggest mine blown on the Western front so far. It caught our B Company – the B’s were proverbially unlucky. The crater, which was afterwards named Red Dragon Crater after the Royal Welch regimental badge, must have been about thirty yards across. There were few survivors of B Company. The Germans immediately came over in force to catch the other companies in confusion. Stanway, who had been a company sergeant-major on the retreat and was now an acting-major, rallied some men on the flank and drove them back. Blair, B Company commander, was buried by the mine up to his neck and for the rest of the day was constantly under fire. Though an oldish man (he had the South African ribbon), he survived this experience, recovered from his wounds, and was back in the battalion a few months later.

By the end of 1917 the crater field created by British and German ‘blows’ in the Duck’s Bill sector was extensive, running towards you from a point beyond the Red Dragon Crater, then across the road here to include the E Sap series of craters in the fields opposite.

Continue to the next turning on the left – Rue du Calvaire. This single-track road marks the approximate position of the German front line in 1916. At the next crossroads, marked by the large water tower, the road to the left is the Rue d’Ouvert. Our route takes us to the right where after 800m a T-junction is reached with a large farm on the left which was a German strongpoint in their second line of defence. Turn left here towards Violaines along the Rue des Crêtes passing the farm on your right and bearing left at the next junction. After 350m you will come to a crossroads with a track which runs roughly east–west in front of you. Stop here.

On 22 October 1914, before the front had become established, 1/Cheshires, under the command of Captain John Shore, were dug in to the right of the road ahead of you, about 350m southeast of the communal cemetery. The battalion had only just recovered from their epic stand at Audregnies, south of Mons in August and were very much below strength. D Company was overwhelmed by the attacking German infantry which were coming from the east – your right – forcing them to fall back across the road you are now on to positions behind the church in Violaines. C Company then conducted a fighting withdrawal through the village to join up with A Company, dug in to the north of the village. In this small engagement the battalion lost over 220 NCOs and men and 5 officers killed including Second Lieutenant Henry Noel Atkinson, the 1914 Welsh Amateur Golf Champion. His DSO, awarded for checking the German advance at Violaines, was gazetted in December 1914. After this action the remnants of the battalion were brought out of action by two second lieutenants, and, as the regimental historian remarked, ‘the battalion practically ceased to exist’.
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Second Lieutenant Henry Noel Atkinson.


Now continue to Violaines Communal Cemetery on the right. The CWGC plot is on the right of the entrance and reflects another rearguard action fought by 5 Brigade in May 1940 on the La Bassée Canal. This is where the memorial to Henry Atkinson and the Cheshires – originally placed by his mother and brother – can be found. It was moved here after his body was discovered locally in 1923 and was buried at Cabaret-Rouge Cemetery, Souchez which was still accepting burials at the time. You will find the memorial close to the original entrance on the D167e. If you use the new car park, the memorial will be on the far side of the cemetery which is closest to the road. Other casualties of the day, including Second Lieutenant James Greenhalgh, you will find on Panel 12 on the Le Touret Memorial.
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The original Atkinson Memorial remains in Violaines Communal Cemetery.


Leave the cemetery and continue into Violaines, bearing left in the Grand Place to follow the D167E to the junction with the D167, signposted Lorgies and Laventie. This will take you to the junction with the D947 where, on the left-hand corner, once stood Piano House. A left turn here will return you to Port Arthur crossroads. The German front line – Sally Trench – which had been established in 1915 crossed the road about 100m before you reach the Portuguese Cemetery, which you can see ahead of you on the left. Stop outside the impressively ornate, triangular gateway with wrought iron gates featuring heart motifs. There are 1,831 burials here, of which over 230 are unidentified, the majority being casualties of the German Lys offensive when the Portuguese 2nd Division broke in the face of the German attack on 9 April 1918. Built on land purchased in August 1924, the Portuguese War Graves Commission – in conjunction with the French government – identified and concentrated the bodies of Portugal’s war dead here from several cemeteries and battlefields between 1924 and 1938. Opposite the cemetery is a small chapel dedicated to Notre Dame de Fatima, which was built in 1976 by local Portuguese workers. The imposing Portuguese National Memorial – inaugurated in 1928 to commemorate more than 14,000 Portuguese soldiers killed, wounded, missing and taken prisoner – can be found in the village of La Couture, just over 2km north of Le Touret, where the Portuguese Army suffered terrific casualties trying to defend the village on 9 April 1918.
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The Portuguese National Cemetery stands opposite the memorial chapel on the D947.


Route 8

Cuinchy and the Brickstacks

A circular tour beginning at: Rue Paul Gauguin

Coordinates: 50°31 02.18” N – 2°46 28.82” E

Suitable for: [image: images] [image: images]

Distance: 6km/3.7 miles

Grade: Easy

Maps: IGN Série Bleue 2405 E – Lens

General description and context: The British line here was established in October 1914. In the case of Cuinchy it evolved as a result of some intense and bitter fighting involving 15 Brigade as it attempted to advance to the east. Cuinchy remained within range of German guns during almost the entire war which made it a very unpopular sector with British troops, a view not improved by the Brickstacks sector which was described by Lieutenant Robert Graves in his book Goodbye To All That. The British front line ran 600m to the east of the roofless walls of Cuinchy church and formed a pronounced salient as it ran forward towards the Railway Triangle, which was in German hands. On 18 October 1914 Brigadier General Edward Gleichen, commanding 15 Brigade, described the triangle as: ‘The worst place, for it was heavily held by Germans, who had dug themselves in behind stockades of rails and trucks and defied even our howitzers’. The surrounding countryside was absolutely flat with the Béthune–La Bassée railway running on an embankment south of and parallel with the La Bassée Canal and its southerly towpath.
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Lieutenant Robert Graves whose book Goodbye To All That described the fighting around the Brickstacks.


Directions to start: Approaching from Cambrin on the D941 turn left onto the D75 and then almost immediately turn right and park [image: images] on the Rue Paul Gauguin. Approaching from La Bassée, head south over the canal on the D641 – Rue du Lens – and after joining the D941 turn right onto the D75.
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Route description: From your vehicle return to the D75 and turn right. The heart of the area which earned notoriety as the ‘Brickstacks’ [image: images] is now behind the trees some 600m off to your left. The Brickstacks were large cube-like pillars of bricks some 6m high and 5m square still standing in the position in which they were fired. Each had a hollow at ground level in the centre which contained the fire with flues through the structure by means of which the fumes escaped. The bricks were packed in such a way that there remained minute spaces between each so that the mass was very elastic and practically impervious to shellfire. British trench maps from September 1915 show stacks numbered 1–13 from south to north, with another fourteen clearly marked behind the German front line which was, unsurprisingly, known as ‘Brickstacks Trench’.

The stacks presented a formidable obstacle to any attacker and were an extremely useful shelter in defence. Robert Graves served here in 1915 with 2/Royal Welch Fusiliers:

The trenches have made themselves rather than being made, and run inconsequentially in and out of the big thirty-foot high stacks of bricks; it is most confusing. The parapet of a trench which we don’t occupy is built up with ammunition boxes and corpses. Everything here is wet and smelly. The Germans are very close; they have half the brick-stacks and we have the other half. Each side snipes down from the top of its brick-stacks into the other’s trenches.

Continue towards the bridge over the La Bassée Canal. The road configuration has altered a little now but the stretch you are travelling along was called Minnie Road by the end of 1915. Just before you pass under the railway to cross the bridge the trees thin out on the left and you should be able to see the watery expanse of the Gare d’Eau [image: images]. This did not exist in 1914, only a smaller dock named – inevitably – ‘The Dock’, beyond the high fence on the right which was situated within the German strongpoint known as Railway Triangle – literally a triangle formed by a knot of railway tracks [image: images]. Today the rails and the turntable they enclosed are gone and nothing remains of the ‘Railway Triangle’, which once took goods shipped by canal and unloaded at the dock, west to Béthune, east to La Bassée and south to Lens. The ground now hosts industrial and commercial buildings and the ground on which the brickstacks once stood is the derelict site of an electricity generating plant.

Cross the bridge and stop by the cluster of buildings on the other side [image: images]. In 1914 the road you are on used a culvert to dive under two railway lines before it crossed the canal. Trench maps after 1915 mark the bridge as ‘destroyed’ and within the German lines.
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A contemporary trench map showing the German and British lines south of La Bassée Canal. Railway Triangle and the Brickstacks are clearly marked to the east of Cuinchy.


We are now going to join the canal towpath heading west. To reach it, continue past the house on the right and take the track immediately behind which will lead to a set of steps on the right. Descend the steps with care, turn right and pass under the bridge – Pont de Crêtes. You will now travel along the route of Towpath Trench, a communication trench that ran alongside the canal all the way back to La Bassée, and 200m from the bridge you will pass through the German front line at a position known as The Tortoise – the trenches tracing the shape of the neck and head of that reptile. The German front line continued north from here in the shape of Canal Trench, which looked across 250m of no-man’s-land to the British front line. The most advanced British position on the north bank here was known as Death or Glory Sap, linked to the support line by a long communication trench – Cheyne Walk. At 4.15am on 9 April 1918 this isolated position was held by a platoon of 1/4 King’s Own Royal Lancasters which stood firm in the face of a determined German attack. It was to be one of the first actions in the defence of Givenchy by the 55th Division.
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The La Bassée Canal looking west towards the lock gates and Pont Fixe. Lance Corporal Michael O’Leary won his Victoria Cross on the left-hand-side embankment.


If you look across the far side of the canal you can see the remains of the former towpath now in a state of disrepair. On 1 February 1915 the embankment on the south side of the canal was where Lance Corporal Michael O’Leary won the Victoria Cross. 1/Irish Guards had only moved up to the Brickstacks sector the previous day when their resolve was tested by an aggressive German garrison in the trenches opposite at Embankment Redoubt. Early on 1 February an Irish Guards outpost, ‘in a hollow near the embankment just west of Railway Triangle’, was rushed by the enemy via an old communication trench. This may well have been the feature marked as Crater Sap on some trench maps. No. 4 Company was immediately sent to reinforce the post and in the fighting that followed Lieutenant Robert Blacker-Douglass and Lieutenant Lennox Lee were killed. Further reinforcements, which included No. 1 Company and a platoon from No. 4 Company 2/Coldstream Guards, managed to gain the advantage as Lance Corporal O’Leary rushed up along the railway embankment shooting five of the enemy and sheltering behind a barricade before shooting three more at the next barricade. Unaware he had no more ammunition, the remaining Germans surrendered. In the same action CSM Frederick Seaman of 2/Coldstream Guards was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal for holding his position and calmly picking off Germans trying to squeeze through a gap in a barricade under a culvert one at a time.
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Lieutenant Robert Blacker-Douglass.


In the same sector, three months later, Private William Mariner of B Company, 2/KRRC, won another Victoria Cross for silencing a German machine gun after he had crawled through the British and German lines. Mariner was killed in July 1916 near Loos.
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CSM Fred Seaman.


Now continue along the towpath towards the lock gates [image: images]. In October 1914 before the line had become established west of the Railway Triangle, the 1/Dorsets were fighting on this very towpath. On 12 October the battalion was advancing on either side of the canal towards you from Pont Fixe in response to the German attack from the direction of the brickstacks. At 4pm this had developed into a general advance with the French on the right of the canal and 1/Bedfordshire Regiment on the left of the Dorsets. Whilst 1/Bedfords held Givenchy, Major Reginald Roper, commanding D Company of the Dorsets, was killed, along with ten NCOs and men, during a charge along the towpath to check the German advance. The next day the battalion – in advance of the troops on both flanks – came under a furious attack and was practically surrounded. In the ensuing fight the war diary reported 51 officers and men killed, 210 missing and 152 wounded. The vast majority of the dead are commemorated on the Le Touret Memorial. On 24 January 1915 one company of 1/Gloucesters was in reserve east of Pont Fixe when the lock was heavily shelled, but fortunately little damage was done and no casualties were recorded. However, the enemy fire stunned a number of fish in the canal and the soldiers, briefly, turned anglers, the fish providing the Gloucesters with a welcome alternative to army rations.
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Pont Fixe.


Ahead in the distance is Pont Fixe [image: images] – known today as Pont du Cuinchy – which is the bridge from where the Dorsets advanced on 12 October. A second bridge – Vauxhall Bridge – was 600m further west but did not survive the post-war reconstruction. Continue to pass the lock gates on the left and at the bridge take the set of steps on the right which lead to the road. Cross the canal towards Cuinchy and pass over the level crossing to the Mairie which is situated in the small place on the right with an impressive French war memorial close to the road. In 1914 the railway station was here with innumerable railway sidings running parallel to the canal.

Take the road directly opposite the war memorial – Rue Salengro – [image: images] the railway line and canal should now be on your left. Continue to the end of the road and where you see a culvert under the railway line, bear right to take the first road on the right [image: images]. This is the Rue du Cheminet which soon degrades into a track running southwest across open fields. Ahead you will soon catch a glimpse of Woburn Abbey Cemetery [image: images] on the left which can be reached by turning left at the junction with the Rue Julian Clément.
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The Cuinchy War Memorial which stands outside the Mairie at Cuinchy.


The cemetery took its name from a nearby house which was used as a battalion headquarters and a dressing station. It was begun by the Royal Berkshire Regiment in June 1915 and closed in January 1916 on account of its exposed situation. Plots II to V were added after the Armistice by the concentration of graves from the surrounding battlefields. There are now over 550 casualties commemorated on this site and of these nearly half are unidentified. Special memorials commemorate three soldiers known or believed to be buried here. Buried here is Lieutenant ‘Jim’ James McNaught-Davis (II.A.8) who was 22 years old when he was killed serving with 1/SWB on 17 January 1915. Educated at Worksop College, where he was school captain, he was commissioned in August 1914 whilst still at St Catherine’s College, Cambridge. He was shot through the chest and died half-an-hour later.

Private Harry Wick (I.D.16) joined the Essex constabulary in 1912 and served for three years on the beat before enlisting in June 1915. He arrived in this sector with 19/Royal Fusiliers and was wounded in December 1915 and died a few days later on 28 December. Captain Francis Stanton MC (I.G.23) was a casualty of the German Lys offensive and was killed serving with 2/Royal Sussex on 18 April 1918. Commissioned in March 1915, he won the Military Cross at High Wood on the Somme in September 1916. One of a number of 18-year-old soldiers is Private Thomas Whitehouse (I.E.1) from West Bromwich who was killed on 18 August 1915 serving with 2/South Staffs. With the exception of Corporal Ernest Morcombe (II.D.9) and Private George Hambridge (II.B.4), who were possibly killed during the Canadian attack on Givenchy, the remaining nine identified Canadian soldiers were all killed between 3 and 8 June 1915 and can be found in Plots II and III. These deaths may well have been part of the daily attrition of trench warfare as Canadian records indicate no offensive action taking place at the time. In August 2013 two further burials – both of unknown soldiers – took place here after their remains were found locally. They rest in Plot 1, Row H, graves 24 and 25.

From the cemetery turn left to the T-junction; you will see Cuinchy Communal Cemetery 100m on your left along the Rue Emile Basly [image: images]. The British plot is at the far end marked by the Cross of Sacrifice where you will find the cemetery register. There are now 108 British casualties buried here, including several graves from the fighting of May 1940 which you will see near the main entrance. Buried here are twenty-eight casualties from the local action that saw Michael O’Leary win the Victoria Cross. Captain Hon. (Viscount Northland) Thomas Knox (II.B.29) was commissioned into the Coldstream Guards on August 1900 and after serving in the South African War retired from the army. He was recalled in August 1914 and left for France with the second battalion. He was one of two Coldstream officers killed in the action. Lieutenant Robert Blacker-Douglass was 22 years old when he was killed leading No. 4 Company on 1 February. A former Wellington College schoolboy, he was commissioned in 1912 and was wounded during the fighting at Villers-Cotterêts on 1 September 1914. He was awarded a posthumous Military Cross for his gallantry on the canal. Second Lieutenant Lennox Lee (II.B.31) was a Special Reserve officer who only joined the Irish Guards on 28 November 1914. Posted to No. 4 Company, the 21-year-old had served barely two months before his death on 1 February.
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Woburn Abbey Cemetery.
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The CWGC plot at Cuinchy Communal Cemetery. (Photo courtesy of Pierre Vandervelden)
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Captain Hon. (Viscount Northland) Thomas Knox.


As you walk along the lines of headstones you will find a further ten soldiers who were killed on 5 and 6 February 1915 in another local attack made by the Irish and Coldstream Guards in the Brickstacks sector to ‘straighten out the front line’. Amongst these is 22-year-old Private James Phelan (II.B.4) from Dublin and 25-year-old Lieutenant Tom Musgrave (II.B.33), a former regular officer who was recalled to duty on the outbreak of war.

Leave the cemetery and continue for another 250m before taking the first turning on the right – Rue Camille Desmoulins. (If you continue straight ahead to the junction you will come to the site of the former Cuinchy church [image: images] which was totally destroyed during the war.) After turning right you will reach a sharp right-hand bend in the road. From here you should be able to see the unmistakable shape of the double cones or ‘terrils’ across to the right – not present in 1915 – which mark the site of the Double Crassier at Loos. Across to the left the wooded area marks the former Brickstacks sector. At the junction with the main road you will see the memorial to the French 58th Division in front of you [image: images]. Cross the road with care if you intend to visit the memorial, which commemorates the attack carried out here by that division in December 1914.

We are now going to turn left along the busy D941. Although there is no dedicated cycle and pedestrian path, the verges on each side of the road are wide. About 150m from the junction, the former British front line ran down from the Brickstacks on your left and crossed the road in front of you. No-man’s-land at this point was in places less than 30m wide and the whole sector was scarred by the numerous craters of mines blown by each side. The wooded area behind the wall on the left of the road is the same area you viewed from the Rue Camille Desmoulins and conceals the Brickstacks area from public view. As you walk past the now disused gates [image: images] ponder for a moment the scene recalled by Lieutenant Edmund Blunden of 11/Royal Sussex:

We held Jerusalem Crater, an enormous hole in brown exploded soil with a pool in the bottom of it; we held it but our post was at the bottom of it too. The sentry had to lie down and glare with intensity into his periscope. One reached him through a burrow under our parapet, a sort of culvert; if one lay long beside him, one of the periodic releases of stick bombs from the overhanging German side of the crater would reward such patience.

Continue for another 400m to the pedestrian crossing and make you way back to the Rue Paul Gauguin and your vehicle.


Route 9

Hohenzollern Redoubt

A circular route beginning at: Cité Madagascar

Coordinates: 50°30 02.48” N – 2°46 44.82” E

Distance: 5.5km/3.4 miles

Suitable for: [image: images] [image: images]

Grade: Easy

Maps: IGN Série Bleue 2405 E – Lens

General description and context: This short route looks at the British attack of 25 September 1915 on the Hohenzollern Redoubt and the subsequent fighting which concluded on 13 October with the unsuccessful attack by the 46th (North Midland) Division. The fighting in this vicinity led to five Victoria Crosses being awarded and the deaths of Captain Hon. Fergus Bowes-Lyon – brother to the late Queen Mother – and Major General George Thesiger, commanding the 9th (Scottish) Division. The brutal fighting here also involved men of the 24th Division, one of the first two divisions of Kitchener’s New Army to see action on the Western Front, pitched straight into the maelstrom of a major battle without any preliminary instruction in trench warfare.

The task facing the 9th (Scottish) Division on 25 September 1915 was to attack between the 7th Division on its right and the Vermelles–La Bassée railway on the left and capture the German front and support trenches. Having secured those objectives it was to push on towards Haisnes and the Lens–La Bassée road. On the right flank of the division, 28 Brigade, whose sector was west of the Vermelles–Auchy road, faced Madagascar and Little Willie Trench, a line that was strengthened by the formidable German machine-gun positions at Mad Point and Railway Redoubt. Further east the 26 Brigade sector was opposite the Hohenzollern Redoubt and the Fosse 8 mining complex.

Here the attack was led by 7/Seaforth Highlanders and 5/Cameron Highlanders with 8/Gordon Highlanders in reserve. Whilst the gas attack in the 28 Brigade sector was more of an obstacle than a help, the gas and smoke attack in the 26 Brigade area persisted long enough for the Seaforths to advance through its protective screen and enter the trenches of the Hohenzollern Redoubt. The battalion bombers forged their way forward along communication trenches to reach Fosse Trench around 7am. Taking advantage of the retreating Germans, both battalions continued towards Fosse 8 and the miners’ cottages of the Corons de Pekin on the far side. They consolidated their positions along Corons Trench where they were reinforced by 8/Black Watch and later by 73 Brigade of the New Army 24th Division where, with assistance from the Sappers of 90/Field Company RE, Fosse 8 was put into a state of defence. The 28 Brigade attack had foundered in the face of uncut German wire and a ferocious machine-gun barrage and it was their failure to capture Madagascar Trench and the arrival of German reserves that ultimately prevented any further advance by 26 Brigade towards Haisnes. The inevitable German counter-attack on the Fosse 8 mining complex came at dawn on 27 September. It was during this attack and the subsequent retirement that Captain Bowes-Lyon and Major General Thesiger were killed. By last light on 27 September only the Hohenzollern Redoubt remained in British hands. It was in those old German trenches that Kitchener volunteers such as England and Northampton rugby union captain Edgar Mobbs and his men of 7/Northants huddled until being relieved at 11pm that night. Mobbs had led his men forward across the plain of le Rutoir and straight into battle on 25 September after a march of 12km from Beuvry near Béthune which had started at 11.15am that morning. They had fought all day on the 26th and the 27th and stayed in the old German front line until relief with only the iron rations and water they had brought with them into battle. This keen and untried Kitchener battalion, including a company that went under the name ‘Mobbs’ Own’, had suffered grievously in its first action losing more than 350 men killed, wounded and missing, including its CO Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Parkin. The battalion had been so badly mauled that the people back home in Northampton at first feared that it had been completely wiped out.

By 30 September continual fighting had reduced the British hold on the redoubt to the West Face and Big Willie Trenches with the Germans in control of most of Little Willie Trench; a situation that deteriorated on 3 October when the Germans recaptured the remaining portion of the redoubt from 84 Brigade. The final British attempt to retake the redoubt took place on 13 October when the 46th (North Midland) Division attacked the redoubt and The Dump. Initial gains were soon halted by German machine-gun fire from Mad Point and The Dump which enfiladed the length of Fosse Trench. By the end of the day the remnants of the division were left clinging to the western edge of the redoubt – West Face Trench – with the German front line literally yards away.

Directions to start: Approach Cité Madagascar from the direction of Vermelles along the Rue de Vermelles towards Auchy lès Mines. As you pass the right-hand turn leading to Quarry British Cemetery you will see a group of residential buildings ahead on the right, slow down here and take the next turning on the right. This is the Rue de Dunkerque which runs along the southwestern edge of the Cité Madagascar. Keep bearing right until you reach a crossroads, turn left into the Rue de Douai and park.

Route description: From the Rue de Douai head southeast over the crossroads along the Chemin du Mont d’Auchy Ⓐ passing the farm buildings on the left – note the signpost to the 46th Division Memorial on the left. Immediately after passing the farm your will find the small memorial garden which encloses the 46th Division Memorial on land donated by local landowner Michel Dedourge. The memorial is dedicated to the memory of the 3,763 officers and men of the 46th (North Midland) Division who became casualties at the nearby Hohenzollern Redoubt on 13 October 1915. This is one of three memorials to the 46th Division on the Western Front and the first of the two visited in this guidebook.


[image: images]

The 46th Division Memorial Garden is in sight of the Hohenzollern Redoubt where so many of its men fought and died.
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The track leading to the Hohenzollern Redoubt which can be seen in the distance marked by the electricity pylons.


Cité Madagascar was constructed between the wars and in 1915 the area in which you are now standing was on the ‘chord line’ of the German trenches running along the base of the front line of the Hohenzollern Redoubt down the track ahead of you. Before the construction of the redoubt this was the German front line. The memorial garden has been constructed almost exactly on the line of the former Fosse Trench which followed the line of the Rue de Dunkerque along the southern edge of the residential buildings you can see on your right.

Leave the memorial, turn left and continue along the track towards the line of electricity pylons ahead. Where the power lines cross over the wooded area on the left is the approximate position Ⓑ of the Hohenzollern Redoubt which straddled the track you are now on. Continue until you reach the large pylon on the left and stop. This is the approximate position of the German front-line trench known as the West Face which ran across the line of Chemin du Mont d’Auchy. Little Willie Trench curved back across the ground to your right to cross the Vermelles–Auchy road and to your left Big Willie Trench took the line just south of the trees across the fields. You can enter the wooded area to your left and explore the spoil heaps on the right but little remains to suggest that this was once one of the most strongly defended points on the Western Front.

To get the British perspective of the 25 September 1915 attack, continue for approximately 100m along the track until you are roughly in line with a large pylon out in the field to your right and you see another faint track coming in from that direction. Now turn to face the German lines and the Hohenzollern Redoubt. You are now on the approximate position of the British front line as it was on 25 September. Look around you. Almost immediately the flat and open nature of the ground that 26 Brigade had to cross becomes apparent. Across to your left the German front line – Little Willie Trench – ran in front of the residential houses to the Vermelles–Auchy road, where you can see the group of houses marking the position of the German machine-gun position at Madagascar Point – abbreviated on trench maps to Mad Point Ⓒ. On 25 September the fields there would have been covered with the dead and dying men of 28 Brigade as the attack stalled in the face of uncut wire and ferocious machine-gun fire from Mad Point. Beyond the road to the northwest, Madagascar Trench continued towards Railway Redoubt, Railway Trench and Mine Point and the 2nd Division sector.
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A contemporary trench map depicting the Hohenzollern Redoubt and The Dump. The line of Little Willie Trench is clearly marked whilst that of Big Willie Trench has been added at a later date.


The 26 Brigade attack would have advanced on both sides of the track you are standing on. Imagine for a minute the massed ranks of Seaforth Highlanders, in khaki kilt aprons covering their Mackenzie tartan, emerging from the yellow screen of smoke and gas to assault the front face of the redoubt. With men dropping in the fields on either side from German gun fire, those that survived the deadly crossing of no-man’s-land overcame the German defenders and poured into the redoubt.

Now take the track – initially indistinct – you saw earlier which will take you across the fields and between two pylons to Quarry Cemetery Ⓓ. This track runs across the line of attack the 5/Cameron Highlanders would have taken in their assault on Little Willie Trench. Passing between two pylons the track soon meets a more obvious unmetalled track leading to the cemetery. The cemetery is set in an abandoned chalk pit 3m below ground level and so is not immediately visible, although the very top of the Cross of Sacrifice can just be made out on bright days. Stone pathways lead down to the irregular burial plots below. The cemetery was used from July 1915 to June 1916 and briefly again in August 1917 and of the 130 casualties buried here, ten are unidentified. During the course of hostilities the cemetery was severely damaged by shellfire and the exact position of many graves was lost, hence the inscription on many of the headstones ‘Buried near this spot’.
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Quarry Cemetery.


There are a number of graves of dismounted cavalry who occupied this sector in 1915–16 but probably the most well-known individual is Captain Hon. Fergus Bowes-Lyon (A.15), who was previously commemorated on the Loos Memorial at Dud Corner. Bowes-Lyon’s last resting place has now been moved to Quarry Cemetery thanks largely to the efforts of his family who provided evidence that he was originally buried here after being killed by shellfire near Fosse 8 on 27 September 1915. A son of the 14th Earl of Strathmore and Kinghorn of Glamis Castle in Forfarshire, the 26-year-old Eton-educated officer was one of four brothers who served in the army. His marriage to Lady Christina Dawson-Damer took place only two weeks before war was declared. His sister, the Hon. Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, came to prominence in 1923 when she married Albert, Duke of York, the second son of King George V and Queen Mary.
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Captain Hon. Fergus Bowes-Lyon.


There are three casualties, probably as a result of the two night attacks on Little Willie Trench, found here: Private Evan Walters of the Royal Welch (B.27), Lance Corporal Fred Prewer (A.9) and Lance Corporal James Hills (A.16), both of 1/Suffolks. There appears to be only one casualty from the 138 Brigade attack on 13 October, Corporal Frank Massey of 5/Leicesters who rests in B.9. Before you leave, spare a thought for Private Alexander ‘Alex’ Buchan (A.10) from Grangemouth, Stirling, who was killed on 25 September near this spot when 6/KOSB attacked towards Mad Point with 28 Brigade. The same age as Fergus Bowes-Lyon, Alex Buchan was a solicitor’s clerk before he enlisted in the KOSB at Falkirk. He is one of only seven casualties from 28 Brigade who are identified in this cemetery.

On leaving the cemetery you will find a more recent memorial erected by the Commune d’Auchy les Mines situated by the gate on the northwestern wall. This is an excellent spot from which to view the 28 Brigade attack. With your back to the wall look across to your left and note the three houses, marked by two tall poplar trees, near the Vermelles–Auchy road, This is the location of Mad Point. The German front line of Little Willie Trench ran away diagonally away across the fields in front of you from the Hohenzollern Redoubt to Mad Point then continued across the road along Madagascar Trench until the Vermelles–La Bassée railway line – the line of trees you can see running parallel to and beyond the road – intersected it at a point called Railway Redoubt. You can see now how the interlocking fields of fire between Mad Point, Railway Redoubt and the Hohenzollern Redoubt were designed to cut down approaching infantry as they crossed the open ground in front of you – which is exactly what happened to 6/KOSB as the men left their trenches. There was almost continual fighting around the area of Little Willie Trench up until 30 October. A fact borne out by the award of three Victoria Crosses for actions in or near the trench: Corporal James Pollock (5/Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders) on 27 September 1915, Second Lieutenant Alfred Fleming-Sandes (2/East Surrey) – known to friends as ‘Sandy’ – on 29 September and Lieutenant, Acting Captain, Charles Geoffrey Vickers (1/7 Notts and Derbys) on 14 October. There were also two night attacks in this vicinity: 1/Royal Welch on 1 October and 1/Suffolks on 2 October. Both attacks failed to establish a hold on Little Willie Trench.
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Second Lieutenant Alfred James Fleming-Sandes VC.
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Captain Charles Vickers VC.


Continue along the track to the junction with the road and turn left. Just after the smallholding on the right you will find the old Vermelles–La Bassée railway line which is now a cycle and pedestrian path Ⓔ running parallel with the farm road on the left. Turn left onto the path which runs southwest for 1.2km to meet the D39. The railway line marked the divisional boundary between the 2nd Division and the 9th (Scottish) Division. From the path there are excellent views of the site of the Double Crassier across to your left.

You are now well behind the British front line and there were numerous artillery observation posts along the railway served by Railway Communication Trench. Trench maps of 1915 indicate a structure of some sort named simply ‘Barts’ just over a third of the way along the track – there is nothing remaining to indicate exactly where – and a communication trench called Bart’s Alley crossed the railway a little further on and formed Bart’s Post. Bart’s Post was the point at which the battalions of 73 Brigade assembled late in the afternoon of 25 September before moving up along Bart’s Alley to reinforce the 9th Division around Fosse 8. The war diary of 13/Middlesex records their departure just before dawn on 26 September:

About 3.00am under instructions from GOC 73rd Infantry Brigade, Col Oliver, the Adjutant and 2 Companies A and D, proceeded across the open to the left front towards the ‘Slag Heap’ of No. 8 Fosse, 1 platoon of B Coy accompanied the Brigadier General as escort. From this time this party of the Battalion were continuously under heavy shell and rifle fire, repeated attacks being made by the Germans from the trenches that they held.

Bart’s Post was a RAMC collecting station for the wounded flooding back from the front line on 25 September. This area would have been a very busy place that day; seething with walking wounded and men being brought in as stretcher cases. It was busy again on 13 October 1915 when the ‘fresh’ 46th Division again tried to take the Hohenzollern Redoubt. A collecting station was again established here to which all wounded were to be taken or directed if able to walk. From here they were taken on to an advanced dressing station at the chateau in Vermelles from where they were evacuated further down the medical chain by motor ambulance.

There was a small battlefield cemetery here – Bart’s Alley Cemetery – containing thirty-eight burials from the nearby fighting which were reinterred at Loos British Cemetery after the Armistice in 1918. Several of the men buried near where you are standing now lie in Plot 16, Row E, Graves 1–11, including Edinburgh-born Private Alexander Kirk of 5/Cameron Highlanders (16.E.1) who died of wounds on 27 September 1915, as did 19-year-old Private Albert Baikie of 7/Seaforth Highlanders a day later – the original ‘Concentration of Graves’ return has him as ‘Barkie’ – (16.E.2). Baikie had been in France since 10 May 1915. There is a special Bart’s Alley Cemetery Memorial in Loos British Cemetery.

Continue to the junction with the D39 Ⓕ. Immediately across the road in front of you is the second memorial to the 46th (North Midland) Division which was placed on this spot by the North Midland Territorial Association. Take care crossing the road to visit the memorial. Head east on the D39 towards Hulluch. There is no dedicated footpath here but there is a wide verge along which to walk should you be on foot. In fine weather there are good views from the road across to the Hohenzollern Redoubt. On contemporary 1916 trench maps this road was called Stansfield Road before it merged with Chapel Alley shortly before the junction of tracks ahead. Chapel Alley and the nearby Gordon Alley were used by units of 21 Brigade on 25 September as they moved up in support of the 7th Division’s attack on the Quarries.

After 1.2km you will come to a track on the left heading northeast back towards the Hohenzollern Redoubt and the line of electricity pylons. Turn left here Ⓖ. The track – arrow straight – was not in existence in 1915 and the route cuts across the site of numerous former communication trenches – Cross Way, Stansfield Road, Hulluch Alley and Bart’s Alley, before you find yourself back at the turning for the track to Quarry Cemetery. Stop here.

This is a good point at which to consider the line taken by 138 Brigade, 46th (North Midland) Division, in its attack on the Hohenzollern Redoubt on 13 October 1915. The attack was marked by the award of a Victoria Cross even before the first line of infantry left the trenches. Walking on top of the parapet under fire and giving directions to his men who were handling gas cylinders to assist the attack, Corporal James Dawson of 187/Field Company found three to be leaking. Dawson manhandled them some 15m out into no-man’s-land – still under heavy fire – and fired bullets into them to release the gas, undoubtedly saving some of the British infantry from being gassed. Dawson was commissioned in 1916 and survived the war.
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The 46th Division Memorial on the D39 Vermelles road.
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Looking towards the Hohenzollern Redoubt from the former British front line.
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Corporal James Dawson after he was commissioned.


The attack by 138 Brigade took place to either side of the track you are standing on; 5/Lincolnshire Regiment on the left and 4/Leicesters on the right. Both battalions were cut down by the machine guns at Mad Point and South Face Trench. The only group to establish themselves anywhere near Fosse Trench was Captain Reginald Madge who remained with a handful of the Lincolnshires in North Face Trench until nightfall when they were able to escape to British lines. The attack on Big Willie Trench and The Dump by 137 (Stafford) Brigade took place in the fields across to your right. It was during this attack that Lieutenant Colonel John Knight, commanding 1/5 North Staffords, went forward shouting ‘Forward the Potters’. Devastating machine-gun fire cut the Staffordshire battalions down within the first few yards of their advance and instead of consolidating their positions in and around The Dump, they were left struggling to hold on to a tenuous foothold in Big Willie Trench.

On 8 January 1916, three months after the battle, the Stoke Sentinel newspaper reported that a party of 5/Royal Berks had ‘buried the body of a full colonel wearing the badge of the North Staffordshire Regiment . . . When the body was found, a small whip, about two feet in length, bearing the initials MLK was discovered’. Before he had left Britain Lieutenant Colonel Knight’s wife Mary Luxton Knight had given her husband her own riding crop – bearing her initials – to keep with him in the trenches as a reminder of her and of home. It was that whip which was used to identify John Knight at the time but his grave was subsequently lost and he is now remembered on Panel 103 of the Loos Memorial.

Now continue towards the farm and your vehicle and as you do so bear in mind that on 13 October 1915, the ground you are now crossing was strewn with the dead and dying of 137 and 138 Brigades of a proud North Midland Territorial Division, so it is more than fitting that we should conclude this route near the 46th Division memorial garden.


[image: images]


Route 10

Lone Tree and the Dump

A circular tour beginning at: Cité Madagascar

Coordinates: 50°30 02.48” N – 2°46 44.8” E

Suitable for: [image: images] [image: images]

Distance: 7.8km/4.8 miles

Grade: Easy

Maps: IGN Série Bleue 2405 E – Lens

General description and context: This route looks in more detail at the action which began on 25 September 1915 and took place south and east of the Hohenzollern Redoubt. The route, which includes the ground on which six Victoria Crosses were won, passes through the ground allocated to the 9th (Scottish) Division and the 7th Division before briefly visiting the 1st Divisional area south of the present-day D39 Vermelles–Hulluch road. Here our route follows the line of attack followed by the battalions of 2 Brigade on 25 September 1915 between Northern Sap Trench and the Lone Tree. This was a vital spot in the northern attack and the failure to take the Lone Tree trenches until the afternoon of the first day of the offensive undoubtedly impacted on the whole battle. British troops on either flank were unable to advance until the position had been captured. The 1st Division in this sector was reinforced by two Territorial Force battalions – 1/14 London Regiment and 1/9 King’s (Liverpool) Regiment – of the independent ‘Green’s Force’ under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Edgar Green; these units were positioned near le Rutoire Farm prior to their attack.

Moving north again, back towards the D39, we cross the line of attack made by 1 Brigade on the German front line just east of Bois Carre and La Haie before returning to the 7th Division attack on the Quarries. The 7th Division’s objectives included the trench systems around Hulluch Quarries, Cité St-Elie and Haisnes, as well as enfilading the north and south faces of the Hohenzollern Redoubt which lay outside its own divisional area. The line of attack taken by the 7th Division involved 22 Brigade advancing on the left – east of the Hohenzollern Redoubt – and 20 Brigade taking the right half of the division’s frontage; the dividing line between the two brigades being the Fosse Way communication trench in the British lines and The Slit, a German strongpoint just to the west of the Hulluch Quarries. 21 Brigade was kept in reserve near the Vermelles–La Bassée railway line.

By 8am the leading battalions of 20 Brigade had passed through the German front line and pressed on until they reached the crossroads south of the Cité St-Elie on what is now the D943. Here they halted and consolidated. On the 22 Brigade front the advance was held up by uncut wire which had been hidden from view by the long grass. The leading battalions suffered badly from machine-gun fire directed from the German strongpoint at the Pope’s Nose and The Slit before capturing the Hulluch Quarries. Their advance faltered at Cité Trench where they came under fire from Cité St-Elie on their front and Haisnes to the north. At 11.30am the leading units of 21 Brigade began their assault on the German second-line trenches. As they advanced over the open ground their numbers were significantly reduced by German machine-gun fire but, pushing on, the leading elements of the brigade were finally held up at the Quarries. At 11pm the German 2nd Guard Division broke through the British line near the junction between the 9th (Scottish) Division and 22 Brigade and, despite heavy fighting, the Quarries were eventually lost in the German onslaught.

By the morning of 26 September 1915 the 7th Division had been pushed back onto a line running east of the Quarries where they were relieved by elements of the 24th Division. The arrival of 9/Norfolks was the first unsuccessful attempt to retake the Quarries. The second attack involved 9/Suffolks and was again unsuccessful but marked by the death of Major General Sir Thompson Capper, commanding the 7th Division, who was personally directing the advance. Fighting continued in this sector almost continually up until the beginning of October with the new British line being consolidated along Gun Trench and Stone Alley west of the Quarries. For these modest gains the division had lost heavily. Not only had they sustained over 5,500 casualties – and of these over 200 officers and men were killed or missing – but in addition to the divisional commander, five battalion commanders had also been killed in action.

Directions to start: Approach Cité Madagascar from the direction of Vermelles along the Rue Voltaire which turns into the Rue de Vermelles. As you pass the right-hand turn leading down to Quarry Cemetery you will see a group of residential buildings ahead on the right, slow down here and take the next turning on the right. This is the Rue de Dunkerque which runs along the southwestern edge of the Cité Madagascar. Keep bearing right until you reach a crossroads, turn left into the Rue de Douai and park.

Route description: From your vehicle head back to the crossroads [image: images] and turn left along a minor road – Chemin du Rutoire – running past farm buildings on your right. The track soon degrades into a farm track and passes the Parc Germinal on the left. This communal park has been built on the former site of The Dump – the rising ground to the rear is quite marked. As the track bends round to the right the Double Crassier comes into view in the distance. Note the fence posts on the right are probably remnants of the former railway line that ran from the Fosse 8 mine complex to join the main Vermelles–La Bassée line.

Just before you reach the junction of tracks, stop [image: images]. The junction marks the spot where Big Willie Trench crossed the ground in front of you. Across to the right you can see the Hohenzollern Redoubt marked by the sprawl of trees and bushes directly beneath the electricity lines whilst over to the left is Haisnes. Ahead of you the large post-war spoil heap masks the view across to Cité St-Elie. Now turn right to cross what was no-man’s-land on 25 September and consider for a moment the openness of the ground, so vulnerable to German observation from the Hohenzollern Redoubt and The Dump. See the trench map in Route 9.

Continue along the track for 200m to cross the British front line at Gordon Post and thence down to the junction [image: images] with the D39. Until recently there was a shrine called Chapel Notre Dame de Consolation marked on contemporary maps on the westerly point of this junction. The shrine gave its name to Chapel Post and to the communication trench – Chapel Alley – that ran along the D39. The junction marks the position of the Village Line, a third-line trench that was dug in 1916 and ran across to the Vermelles–La Bassée railway line where it crossed at Bart’s Post (see Route 9). The shrine was demolished in a traffic incident and at the time of writing had not been rebuilt.

At the junction cross straight over and continue towards le Rutoire Farm which you can see ahead of you to the left of the road. Take the next turning on the left [image: images] and after 100m stop. The track is now heading southeast back towards the German front line of 25 September 1915. In just under a kilometre you will cross what was then the British front line. From this point you will be able to see the Hohenzollern Redoubt across to your left and the ground around The Dump and the former Fosse 8 mining complex. Over your shoulder, across to the right, are the buildings of le Rutoire Farm. The farm [image: images] played host to the headquarters of 2 and 3 Infantry Brigades whilst the cellar was used as an advanced dressing station by the RAMC. The concrete observation tower which is in the farm grounds was built in 1916. Permission must be sought from the owner to visit. Further along the track the Loos Memorial at Dud Corner comes into view on the skyline on the right, whilst to the left the three CWGC Cemeteries at St Mary’s ADS, Bois-Carre and Ninth Avenue are visible. Continue to the single cherry tree which stands on the edge of the track on the left.


[image: images]

The Lone Tree.


This is the Lone Tree [image: images] that was marked on trench maps and on 25 September 1915 was in no-man’s-land in the 1st Division sector. The original tree is said to have been cut down as it was being used as a marker by enemy artillery, although there are reports of what remained of it flowering again in 1920. It was not until 1995, however, on the 80th anniversary of the opening day of the Battle of Loos that the Western Front Association replaced the tree and erected a small memorial. It is that tree which you now see in front of you. Private Alfred Dolden was serving with the London Scottish, one of the battalions attached to Green’s Force, and crossed no-man’s-land near the Lone Tree just before the men of the German IR 157 finally surrendered after holding up the British advance for 8 hours:

There was a shallow sap running a little way out from the left of the trench in which we had halted, and this ran out to a tree which stood to the left of the enemy’s line in no-man’s-land. Our object was to get across to this tree and bomb down towards the centre of the enemy’s lines. . . . The tension was at its height when someone shouted. Look at the Lone Tree, they are taking prisoners. I looked up, and to my utter astonishment and unspeakable relief, saw the Germans coming out of the trenches with their hands up.

Dolden was witnessing the surrender of Hauptmann Ritter and the survivors of IR 157 and unlike many of those who crossed the ground near the Lone Tree that day, Alfred Dolden survived the war relatively intact.

There were two posthumous Victoria Crosses won on 24 September near this spot when 2/Royal Sussex on the left and two companies of 1/Northamptons to the right were ordered to advance on the Lone Tree trenches. By 9am the attack of both battalions had foundered on the line of a belt of uncut wire south of Lone Tree and, forced to lie down in the open, they were under a murderous fire. Captain Anketell Moutray Read of 1/Northamptons won his cross after rallying a party of some sixty men from several different units who had become stranded in no-man’s-land and were retiring in confusion due to the intensity of the fire and the effects of a release of British chlorine gas earlier. Read was mortally wounded, by a sniper it is thought, during this action. Meanwhile, near le Rutoire Farm, former police officer Sergeant Harry Wells of 2/Royal Sussex, took command of his platoon after his officer had been killed and continued to encourage then forward in the face of enemy gun fire before he too was killed.
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The British and German lines prior to 25 September 1915 showing the Lone Tree and the ground to the north and south of the modern day D39.
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Private Henry Kenny went out under fire on six occasions to rescue wounded men.


[image: images]

Sergeant Harry Wells is buried at Dud Corner Cemetery.


The 1/Loyal North Lancs also ran into trouble here when uncut wire brought their advance to a halt and a machine-gun post near Lone Tree tore into the ranks. The 27-year-old Private Henry Kenny went out under fire on six occasions to rescue wounded men before he too was wounded in the neck as he hauled the last of the six over the parapet. His award of the Victoria Cross came shortly afterwards and Kenny survived the war.

On the same front Bury-born 18-year-old Private George Peachment, serving with 2/King’s Royal Rifle Corps, tried desperately to rescue his company commander who was lying wounded where he had fallen near the German wire and just 15m or so from the German trenches. Peachment knelt at the side of Captain Guy Dubs in full view of the Germans and attempted to bandage Dubs’ wounds until he was hit in the chest. As both men tried to drag themselves towards a shell-hole Peachment was hit in the head before he had completed his task. His award of the Victoria Cross was the third posthumous award to be made in this sector of the line. Guy Dubs survived the war and retired from the army in 1930.

At the next T-junction of tracks, turn left [image: images]. If you glance across towards the ground in front of the Double Crassier it is just possible to make out the former site of the Loos Road Redoubt on the higher ground. It was during the attack on the redoubt by 7/KOSB on 25 September 1915 that Piper Daniel Laidlaw climbed onto the British parapet a little after 6.30am, lifted his gas helmet from his face and piped his reluctant comrades up and out of their trenches and across no-man’s-land to the stirring strains of ‘Blue Bonnets over the Border’ as chlorine gas – released by the British – swirled about them. Daniel Laidlaw’s Victoria Cross was the first to be awarded to a serving soldier of the Scottish Borderers in the Great War.

Continue along the track – ignoring the next turn on the right – and head towards the CWGC cemeteries you can see in the distance. Across to the left the Lone Tree should still be visible. The track now runs parallel to, and east of, the German front line as it was on 25 September. Ahead of you the three cemeteries mark the line of the D39. Before the British advance these were in no-man’s-land and stand on ground once occupied by two small copses: Bois-Carré and La Haie. The 10/Gloucester and 8/Royal Berkshires attacked the German line here. On the morning of 25 September 1915 three lines of men advanced from the British trenches on your left amidst bursting German shellfire and a withering machine-gun barrage. The Gloucesters – on the right near the modern day Bois-Carré CWGC cemetery – suffered badly and only sixty officers and men were able to continue the advance. The Berkshires, on the left near the road, managed to rush La Haie Copse and suffered marginally less casualties than their neighbours. Lieutenant Colonel William Walton, who commanded the battalion, wrote to his wife on 28 September: ‘I took in 20 officers and about 900 men and when I left them at 9.00am today there was myself, 2 other officers and 220 men. All the rest were killed, wounded or missing.’ Picture for a moment the horrific scene that would have presented itself to the surviving men after they had taken the German front-line trenches. The vast majority of their comrades lay dead or wounded behind them. In one company of the Gloucesters every officer was killed before they reached the German line. History records the action of Private William Ingles who rushed the German parapet throwing bombs at the German defenders to allow his comrades time to cut through the wire. Ingles was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal and promoted to corporal. Sadly, he was killed three weeks later. The advance was continued through Gun Trench to the Lens road along with 1/Cameron Highlanders which had been in close support.

The first cemetery you come to is Bois-Carré Military Cemetery [image: images] and can be reached by the narrow grass pathway on the left. The cemetery, which was first used in September 1915, takes its name from the small copse which was situated about 250m to the southwest. There are over 200 casualties buried here and of these over a quarter are unidentified. Used largely by the 16th (Irish) Division, the cemetery was under almost continual shellfire which destroyed a number of the graves. The irregular positioning of the headstones is due almost entirely to the difficult conditions under which the burials were made. There are very few casualties from 25 September 1915 buried here and 21-year-old Captain Hugh Cassels (A.20) is one of only four identified men of 8/Royal Berkshires. Born in Buenos Aires, he had only arrived in France with the battalion a few weeks before his death. Sadly, his brother, Lieutenant Frank Cassels, was killed in July 1916 serving with 222/Field Company, RE. Standing on its own you will find the headstone of Second Lieutenant Harold Keable (F.30). The 26-year-old was a former Wye College schoolboy and came from Farnham in Surrey. Lieutenant William Haynes (A.19) set athletic records for the mile, played rugby football for the Berkshire Wanderers and played for Berkshire Hockey Club. Before the war he worked in the family business. Captain Wilfred Oldman (A.31) served with the Ceylon Mounted Infantry and the South African Constabulary during the Second Boer War and was a rancher in South Africa when war was declared. His brother, Richard Deare Oldman, later became a major general.

Leave the cemetery and continue to the tiny Ninth Avenue Cemetery [image: images] which is accessed along a similar grass pathway. This battlefield cemetery was named after the nearby Ninth Avenue Trench which at one time ran through the cemetery and consists of one large mass grave and four individual headstones. Special memorial headstones commemorating those that lie in the mass grave line the walls of the cemetery. At the base of the Cross of Sacrifice is an inscription that reads: ‘In grave No. 5 of this cemetery are buried 1 Officer and 41 Non-Commissioned Officers and Men of the 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders killed in action 25–29th Sept 1915 whose names are inscribed on the headstones placed along the boundaries of the cemetery’. In front of the Cross of Sacrifice four stones mark the extent of the mass grave which at one time ran through the cemetery. The four individual headstones mark the burial of men who were killed in 1916. Before you leave ponder for a moment in front of the headstone of Private James Hennessy (Sp. Mem. 16) from Gorebridge, Midlothian, and cast your mind back to what took place here on that terrible morning of 25 September.
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Ninth Avenue Cemetery. In the distance the Cross of Sacrifice at St Mary’s ADS Cemetery can be seen.


Leave the cemetery and continue to the junction with the D39. St Mary’s ADS Cemetery is to your left. The cemetery [image: images] was established after the Armistice on the site of the advanced dressing station of the same name, although there were numerous burials on this site before then and, at one point, a large French cemetery was on the ground directly across the road. There are now nearly 2,000 burials here, of which only 218 are identified. The small number of identified burials is reflected in the size of the cemetery register, a register that does now include the name of 18-year-old Lieutenant John Kipling (VII.D.2) of 2/Irish Guards who was killed in action on 27 September 1915 to the southeast of the cemetery. The headstone – originally with the words ‘A lieutenant of the Irish Guards’ – was replaced in 1992 with one bearing his name. There is still some controversy over this headstone and other more recent research suggests it may possibly be the grave of 19-year-old Lieutenant Arthur Jacob of the London Irish Rifles who was killed on 25 September. Kipling was the son of the famous author and poet Rudyard Kipling who chose several of the inscriptions which are now to be seen on headstones and structures in CWGC cemeteries and memorials. John Kipling was educated at Wellington College and was killed six weeks after his 18th birthday.
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The Cross of Sacrifice at St Mary’s ADS Cemetery.
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John Kipling’s Headstone at St Mary’s ADS Cemetery.
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Lieutenant John Kipling.


There is every possibility that amongst the unknown burials in this cemetery are many of the men of the Gloucesters, Royal Berkshires and Cameron Highlanders who were cut down on 25 September. Sadly, there are only thirteen men of the Gloucestershire Regiment whose names appear on their headstones, of these, a group of nine officers was originally buried in a mass grave near Bois-Carré and later brought into the cemetery for re-burial. You will find seven of these men, each commemorated with a special memorial. The eighth man, Captain Edward Moss, remained unidentified and is no doubt buried somewhere in the cemetery. His name appears on the Loos Memorial, whilst a ninth officer, Second Lieutenant Percy Neemes, was severely wounded and died of his wounds at home on 9 October 1915. You will also find several men from 2/Royal Sussex and 1/Northamptons buried here, most of them probably casualties of the abortive attack at Lone Tree on 25 September.

From the cemetery return to the junction [image: images], turn left and follow the track straight ahead. On the left was the site of the German strongpoint known as Hussey Redoubt where 2/Gordon Highlanders suffered heavy casualties from the German machine guns. Lieutenant Colonel John Stansfeld DSO was badly wounded near this spot leading the Gordons across no-man’s-land and died of his wounds on 28 September 1915. On 4 October 1914, as he had readied himself for his battalion’s crossing to France, he had written, ‘We are off tonight. We shall all soon meet again. The regiment is more silent than I have ever known them. And determined. They are a fine lot and I have great confidence in them.’ Stansfeld is the great-grandfather of the present Laird of Dunninald Castle, near Montrose – also called John Stansfeld – and in July 2014 the family decided to hold an exhibition at the castle featuring some of the private collection of memorabilia sent home during the war, including bullet-holed German pickelhaube helmets from Festubert in June 1915, photographs, letters and his original grave-marker cross. Lieutenant Colonel Stansfeld is buried in Choques Military Cemetery (1.B.3).
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The view across the battlefield towards the Double Crassier can be quite stunning.


After 200m a left-hand bend follows the line of a wooded copse on the right. Continue along the track. You are now travelling parallel to the German front line – which was 250m across to your left – and past three strongpoints which the British, rather predictably, called Otto, Fritz and Hans. It was these strongpoints that initially delayed 20 Brigade. The wire in this sector was only partially cut, a factor that may well have contributed to the deaths of Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Grant, commanding 8/Devonshires, his second-in-command, Major Henry Carden, and the battalion adjutant, Captain Arthur Kekewich. All three men are commemorated on the Loos Memorial.

The track bends right and hugs the tree line. The huge spoil heap you can see across to your right was not a feature of the landscape in 1915 and today marks the approximate site of the Quarries. In 1916, after the British front line had become established west of the Quarries, the tunnelling and mining war began in earnest and as the track bends round to the left after 270m the area to your right marks the approximate position of the Hairpin Craters.

Just before a junction with a track running off to the right, stop [image: images]. If you glance across to the ground on your left you will be looking at the position of the German strongpoint known as the Pope’s Nose. The 1/South Staffordshires – 22 Brigade – were pinned down here on 25 September 1915 and it was only when 1/Royal Welch Fusiliers arrived that the advance continued. This is where Private Arthur Vickers of 2/Royal Warwicks was awarded the Victoria Cross for cutting his way through the wire. There was yet another Victoria Cross won here on 8 October 1915 when Lance Sergeant Oliver Brooks serving with 3/Coldstream Guards checked the advance of IR 57 and IR 104 bombers in Dump Trench.

There is not a great deal to be seen of the Quarries today but, if you wish, you can visit the ground by turning right – the Chemin de Loos and taking a short detour. The quarries were on the left of the track.
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Lance Sergeant Oliver Brooks.


Return to the junction of tracks. Before you leave the vicinity of the Quarries bear in mind the abortive attempts to re-take the position after the German counter-attack late on 25 September. This was where Major General Thompson Capper was killed, as was 20-year-old poet Captain Charles Sorley of 7/Suffolks, who died from a sniper’s bullet near Hairpin Trench during the 12th Division’s attack on the Quarries on 13 September. Amongst the Suffolk dead that day was Captain Charles Cobbold who was commanding A Company at the time of his death. Incredibly, thirty-five members of the extended Cobbold family gave their lives in the Great War.
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Captain Charles Sorley, who was described by Robert Graves as one of the three poets of importance killed during the war.


Leaving the Quarries behind you continue then turn left at the next junction of tracks – you are now heading west back to Cité Madagascar – and continue to bear right along the Rue Raoul Briquet [image: images] which passes the rough ground of a low-level spoil heap and the site of The Dump on your left. You are now amidst the former Fosse 8 mining complex and the large overgrown mound is all that remains of the pithead. Slag Alley ran along the southeastern edge of The Dump and it was here that 22-year-old Second Lieutenant Alexander Turner of 1/Royal Berks bombed his way up on 28 September 1915. His award of the Victoria Cross was sadly posthumous: ‘He pressed down the communication trench practically alone, throwing bombs incessantly with such dash and determination that he drove back the Germans about 150 yards without a check’. His younger brother, Lieutenant Colonel Victor Turner, who was 15 at the time of Loos, won the Victoria Cross twenty-seven years later in 1942 during the Second Battle of El Alamein. Private George Marrin, serving with 13/Middlesex, remembered the front line being very close to the pithead of Fosse 8: ‘The whole thing was an absolute shambles. We were frightened out of our lives. It was terrible. It was our first experience of warfare, and there was machine-gun fire and shelling, and everything seemed to be exploding everywhere.’

Continue towards the buildings of Cité Madagascar and at the five-ways junction, stop. This is the Place Germinal [image: images]. Across to the right is Haisnes and ahead of you is Auchy-les-Mines. Take the first turning on the left and continue straight ahead along the Boulevard de Fosse to the T-junction. The two rows of cottages either side of the road were originally built to house the miners working at Fosse 8. Identified on trench maps as the Corons de Pekin and the Corons de Maron, they represent the last vestiges of the former colliery. Turn left at the T-junction and after passing the sports complex and Parc Germinal on the left you will find yourself in the Rue de Douai.


Route 11

Hill 70

A circular route beginning: at the sports centre on Rue

Decrombecque, Loos-en-Gohelle

Coordinates: 50°27 29.89” N – 2°48 15.95” E

Distance: 5km/3.1 miles

Suitable for: [image: images] [image: images]

Grade: Easy with a short uphill section

Toilets: Sports centre at Rue Decrombecque

Maps: IGN Série Bleue 2405 E – Lens

General description and context: This route covers the ground fought over by the 15th (Scottish) Division around Hill 70 – 70m in height on British maps of the time – and looks at the struggle that took place in Bois Hugo and Chalet Wood. Hill 70 is more of a ridge running southwest–northeast than a hill; the D947 steadily climbing its northern shoulders towards Puits 14 bis, Bois Hugo and Chalet Wood before striking the summit near the present-day roundabout and then descending its southern shoulders down into Lens. The highest point of this feature is that roundabout at the junction of the D947 with the Chemin des Croisettes where the Hill 70 Redoubt once straddled the road. Three Victoria Crosses were won in 1915 in this small area, and a further two were awarded to Canadian troops in 1917. After visiting the site of the Hill 70 Redoubt we approach Chalet Wood along its eastern edge before visiting the remnants of Bois Hugo and Puits 14 bis. The return to Loos is made along the minor road that once followed English Alley Trench. The 15th (Scottish) Division’s sector was bordered on the right by the 47th (London) Division whose sector ran between the long defunct Maroc–Puits No. 16 road and the Lens–Béthune road – the modern day D943. Holding the left-hand sector was 141 Brigade and their objectives included the southern outskirts of Loos and the Puits No. 15 Crassier, topped by ‘Tower Bridge’, the twin towers of the pithead structure that supported the winding gear that could be seen for miles around. The two black, worm-like ridges of mining spoil – without cones – dubbed the Double Crassier by the British, were amongst the 140 Brigade objectives and it was A Company of 7/London Regiment, under the command of Major Bill Casson, that captured these prominent landmarks.

On the right of the 15th Division’s front the battalions of 44 Brigade had the Lens Road Redoubt as one of its objectives. This was subdued with remarkable ease by 9/Black Watch and 8/Seaforth Highlanders before they stormed down the slope on the other side into the village of Loos itself. Faced with marauding Scots, the Germans in the Hill 70 Redoubt abandoned their positions and retreated to the security of their second line whilst the Scots took Hill 70. As the advance inadvertently swung south in the direction of Cité St-Laurent, progress was abruptly halted by a line of uncut wire and heavy machine-gun and rifle fire. Hill 70 was eventually retaken after several counterattacks later in the day. Fighting also centred on the nearby Chalet Wood and Bois Hugo where repeated attempts to consolidate a presence in the two-wooded area failed. After the failure to take Puits 14 bis by the Guards, the line eventually solidified and this status quo endured until the Canadians finally took Hill 70 in 1917.

Directions to start: The sports centre is situated on the Rue Decrombecque east of Loos-en-Gohelle town centre and can be approached either from the village centre by taking the D165 then the third turn on the right or from the D947 by taking the rue de Vendin at the roundabout near the airfield. Park in the sports centre car park.

Route description: From the car park [image: images] keep the sports centre buildings on your left and take the path directly ahead of you which leads to the low buildings of the École Leroy. Here you will find a narrow path on the left running alongside a shrubbery passing the all-weather sports pitch on your left. Continue past the sports pitch to where the path begins to rise ahead of you and stop [image: images]. You are now beginning to ascend Hill 70 which you can see in the distance, just beyond the large square traffic sign which marks the approximate position of the Hill 70 Redoubt. The road you can see to your left is the D947 Route de la Bassée. As you climb toward the junction of the path with the main road, Chalet Wood – Bois Rasé – comes into view on the left and in the far distance you can see Bois Hugo which is close to the buildings of Puits 14 bis and marked by three flag poles. On the far side, stretching away along the D947 in the direction of Hulluch is the ground which became known as the ‘Field of Corpses’.


[image: images]


At the main road [image: images] turn left towards Hill 70 and stop at the junction with Chemin de la Voie Perdue. Having pushed the Germans back from their front line, the 44 Brigade battalions were now moving uphill towards the German second-line defences. The narrow triangle of ground between the two roads marks the western perimeter of the former site of the Hill 70 Redoubt [image: images]. It was from here that the German garrison retreated as the Scots approached from the direction of Loos, but clearly not before they had inflicted some damage. Private John Jackson, serving with 6/Cameron Highlanders, recalled the devastating fire: ‘We had to suffer terrible losses from that terrible cross-fire from the redoubt, which caught us in the left flank . . . machine-gun bullets mowed down the long grass and weeds in which we lay, as a scythe cuts down corn in a harvest field, and men on all sides were losing their life blood on that gently rising slope’. From the vantage point at Chemin de la Voie Perdue you should be able to see the geometric outline of the conical spoil heaps which mark the site of the former Double Crassier dominating the skyline across to your right. The northern extremities of the Double Crassier were taken on 25 September 1915 by 7/Londons.

Continue along the Chemin des Croisettes and stop outside the last private house on the left. Just past the gate almost hidden below the concrete electricity post you will find two plaques commemorating the award of the Victoria Cross during the Canadian attack on Hill 70 in 1917 to Private Michael O’Rourke, 7/Battalion, CEF and Sergeant Major Robert Hanna, 29/Battalion, CEF. This attack by the 1st and 2nd Canadian Divisions resulted in Hill 70 finally being taken and held on 16 August 1917.
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The plaques commemorating the two Canadian VC winners on the Chemin des Croisettes are easy to overlook.


[image: images]

CSM Robert Hanna.
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Private Michael O’Rourke.


Continue to the large roundabout [image: images] which is approximately the highest point of the Hill 70 ridgeline and which, in 1915, was almost completely devoid of buildings. Here the British attack of 25 September swung south to Cité St-Laurent, rather than driving ahead in the direction of Cité St-Auguste. Disorientated and without cover, the German IR 178 diarist recorded the desperate situation the Scots found themselves in: ‘Seeing the apparent hopelessness of their advanced position, more Scotsmen began the fruitless effort to get back over the 600 meters of open glacis slope, but there was no cover and they were shot down’.

Caught up by the enthusiasm of the initial gains, the Scots had now over-reached themselves and, seizing the opportunity, IR 178 recaptured the hill: ‘The whole battalion, taking with them the remnants of the 22nd Reserve Regiment, now rushed wildly forward on a broad front towards the summit of Hill 70. Their cheers filled the air as they ran forward, passing over the shallow trenches that had been dug by the Scotsmen, and in which, were many dead and wounded.’

Later that day a counter-attack by three battalions of 45 Brigade was driven back by a heavy crossfire from Lens and Cité St-Auguste. The assault by 62 Brigade – 10/Green Howards and 12/Northumberland Fusiliers – was met with a similar barrage of fire and within a few minutes 56-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Hadow commanding the Green Howards and three of his senior officers were killed. Tragically, Hadow’s eldest son, Lieutenant Gerald Hadow, had been killed in June 1915 at Givenchy. There were two Victoria Crosses won on the slopes of Hill 70. Private Robert Dunsire of 13/Royal Scots won his cross for rescuing wounded men under fire and Second Lieutenant Frederick Johnson, serving with 73/Field Company, was commended for his bravery on 25 September in holding his position on Hill 70 until relieved. Both men were later killed in action.
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Second Lieutenant Frederick Johnson.


At 5.30pm on 27 September 1/Welsh Guards and 4/Grenadier Guards attacked the hill, suffering enormous casualties in the process. Although they failed to take the position, they did secure a new line some 150m behind the crest of the hill, but as the Guards’ historian wryly remarked, ‘the enemy still held the redoubt’.

Using the pedestrian crossings go straight over the D947 to the Rue Léon Droux, passing the Children’s Centre on the left. As you head towards the junction with the Rue des Poissonnieres you cannot fail to notice the imposing towers of the new maximum security prison which now occupies what was open ground to your left. The road now follows the approximate line of Hythe Alley Trench which was not in Allied hands until 1917.

At the junction [image: images] turn left towards the wooded area of Chalet Wood, which you will see coming into view just beyond the perimeter fence of the prison compound [image: images]. On your right was the old railway line that once ran from Puits 14 bis to join the main line just south of Cité St-Auguste. The road you are on runs alongside the former Hugo Trench which meandered it way northwest up to, and through, Bois Hugo.
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Humbug Alley ran along the northern edge of Chalet Wood. In the distance is the Double Crassier.


Chalet Wood [image: images] is well worth a visit, although it can be a bit of a scramble to approach it from its eastern edge. You do not have to venture too far into the depths of the wood to find evidence of impact craters and the concrete remains of bunkers and defensive positions. This is where 52-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Angus Douglas-Hamilton and his Cameron Highlanders battered their way into the wood on 26 September 1915 from their tenuous hold on its western edge and were virtually wiped out in a series of repeated charges that failed to dislodge the Germans. Douglas-Hamilton was awarded a posthumous Victoria Cross, Private John Jackson recording, ‘the pride we all felt when the news became known’.

Continue to the roundabout [image: images] and turn left. Bois Hugo – marked as the Parc des Cytises on modern maps – is immediately on your right [image: images]. After 200m a pedestrian crossing opposite the entrance to the park will allow you to cross the road safely. What little remains of the original wood is now contained in a segment of land bordered on one side by the Aérodrome Lens-Bénifontaine, and on the other by the road you have just crossed. Walk through the car park to the open expanse of the airfield and, if you are lucky, you will get the opportunity to watch the skydiving activities of the Lens Parachute Club.

At dusk on 25 September 1915 Bois Hugo was occupied by 2 Brigade and its battalions dug in along the western edge and waited to be relieved by units of 63 Brigade of the New Army 21st Division. The German counter-attack on the wood, which began at 9am on 26 September, drove out 8/Lincolnshires who fell back to the Lens road. The British retaliation coincided with a general attack by the German 8th Division in scenes of utter chaos: ‘the sun could not be seen,’ wrote the West Yorkshire Regiment historian, ‘and no-one thought of taking out a compass’ as Scottish soldiers withdrew from Puits 14 bis and machine guns jammed. Promoted to brigadier general on 31 July 1915, Eton-educated Norman Nickalls stood up to rally men who thought they had received an order to retire. The 63 Brigade war diary records that Major Bullock, an officer of 12/West Yorks, witnessed a shell strike near or directly on the spot where Nickalls was standing near the Chalk Pit. His body was never found and he is commemorated on the Loos Memorial to the Missing at Dud Corner. Bois Hugo remained in German hands.

Rejoin the main road by using the access road running alongside the airfield. Just before the junction you will find the Hill 70 Canadian Memorial [image: images] to 15/Battalion (48th Highlanders) together with a concise explanation of the Canadian fight to take Hill 70 in August 1917. During the period 15–23 August 1917, six Victoria Crosses were awarded to Canadian forces. From here we are going to visit the buildings of Puits 14 bis which you can see from the Canadian Memorial. Continue towards the roundabout taking the path to the right. You will see the buildings of Puits 14 bis [image: images] facing you across the road. In 1915 the trees of the western edge of Bois Hugo would have extended right up to the line of the road you are now standing on and the Chalk Pit and Chalk Pit Wood were approximately 600m further up the road to your right. The light railway, which ran along the eastern edge of Chalet Wood, would have crossed the road almost where you are standing.
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The Hill 70 Canadian Memorial.
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A single building marks the site of Puits 14 bis.
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This 1917 trench map shows Bois Hugo and Chalet Wood (Bois Rasé) behind the German front line. In the bottom left corner the realigned front lines can be seen after the German counter-attack at Hill 70.


The ground on the far side of the road was the scene of some bitter fighting involving 2 Guards Brigade which, on 27 September, was ordered to advance on the Chalk Pit and Chalk Pit Wood, then defended by units of IR 153 and IR 26. At 4pm 2/Irish Guards moved off from the western edge of Loos and reached their objectives relatively unscathed thanks to a masking screen of smoke. In the fighting to capture the Chalk Pit Lieutenant John Kipling was killed, we visit his headstone at St Mary’s ADS Cemetery in Route 10. For now his name also appears on the Loos Memorial to the Missing.

1/Scots Guards bid to capture Puits 14 bis was brought to an end by the weight of crossfire from Bois Hugo and the Puits, the subsequent retirement impacting badly on the 3 Guards Brigade attack on Hill 70. The second attack on the Puits on 28 September was launched from Chalk Pit Wood by 1/Coldstream Guards who were cut down by machine-gun fire from Bois Hugo. The battalion lost over 200 officers and men in another fruitless attack which led to the British line becoming established west of the Puits.

Return to the roundabout and cross over using the zebra crossing to reach the small cul-de-sac in front of some bungalows. Take the minor road on the right – Chemin de Vendin – which runs west towards Loos [image: images]. You will pass Puits 14 bis on your right as the road gradually descends into the Loos valley. As the road breaks into the open ground you can get a good look at the ground on your right [image: images] over which 1/Scots Guards, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Sherard Godman, advanced uphill towards Puits 14 bis. This is also the ground on which two companies of 3/Grenadier Guards suffered heavy casualties whilst advancing in support of the Scots Guards. The 2 Brigade casualties between 26 and 29 September were 42 officers and 1,266 other ranks killed, wounded or missing. Continue downhill to reach your vehicle and the sports centre which you will find on the left. If you have not already done so, you can now drive to the Mairie and visit the Musée 14–18 Alexandre Villedieu and the two CWGC cemeteries in the town (details in Route 12).


Route 12

Loos Battlefield Car Tour

A circular tour beginning at: the Mairie in Loos-en-Gohelle

Coordinates: 50°27 27.28” N – 2°47 32.73” E

Distance: 25km/15.5 miles

Suitable for: [image: images] [image: images]

Toilets: Loos and en route

Maps: IGN Série Bleue 2405 E – Lens

General description and context: This route has been designed primarily as a car tour and although it is well within the capabilities of most cyclists, some of the roads we have directed you along do not have a dedicated cycle path which, together with speeding vehicles, may well encourage you to stick to four wheels. The route takes you through much of the industrialized area that made up the northern sector of the battlefield, an area which, at the turn of 1916/1917, was described by South African-born Captain George Pirie of the RAMC – the medical officer of 9/East Surreys of the New Army 24th Division – as ‘a wretched looking country, flat and nothing but dirty coal mining villages with crowds of huge slag heaps and chimney stacks’.

Before you begin you might wish to read the detail contained in Routes 9, 10 and 11 as you will be traversing some of the ground described therein and the background information will add much to your understanding of what took place and where.

From Loos-en-Gohelle we visit the Loos Memorial at Dud Corner, Fosse 7 and Philosophe Military Cemeteries before making a brief visit to Vermelles Communal Cemetery and le Rutoire Farm. Just before the crossroads north of the farm there is an opportunity to stretch your legs and visit the Lone Tree Memorial. After visiting Vermelles British Cemetery we move north to Quarry Cemetery and Auchy-les Mines to follow the perimeter of the British attack along the D163 and the D947 through Haisnes, Cité St-Elie and Hulluch. The D947 then takes us south to cross the ‘Field of Corpses’ before visiting Puits 14 bis, Bois Hugo and Hill 70.
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The view from the top of the Double Crassier looking north over the battlefield. (Photo courtesy of Merlijn van Eijk)


Directions to start: The centre of Loos-en-Gohelle can be approached either from the D947 Hulluch–Lens road or from the west via the D943 Lens–Béthune road. Both roads intersect the A21 south of the town. Park in front of the Mairie from where a small selection of shops and cafes should enable you to purchase your lunch and provide you with refreshment before you begin the tour. Assuming you have made your arrangements in advance with the curator, this may be a good opportunity to visit the small museum located at the rear of the Mairie. We have included details of how to do this at the end of the tour.

Route description: A town that owed its early prosperity to the discovery of coal, Loos-en-Gohelle was very heavily damaged during the Battle of Loos and by the end of the Great War not a single building or tree had survived the continual pounding from artillery. Coal was mined here from 1855 until 1986 and today there is very little of the Loos battlefield that is not dominated by the twin spoil heaps of Puits No. 11, more commonly referred to as the Double Crassier. Standing in front of the Mairie the huge spoil heaps completely overshadow the town, although in 1915 there were no conical heaps, just twin ridges of spoil which were both considerably smaller.
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The twin cones of the spoil heaps on the site of the former Double Crassier tower over the town of Loos and are a constant reminder of its industrial past.


On 25 September 1915 the capture of Loos was the responsibility of the 15th (Scottish) Division whose assault was led by 44 and 46 Brigades. The Germans attached great importance to the town, constructing a special line of defence known as the ‘Loos Defences’ behind their front line along its western perimeter. Guided by the steel latticed twin towers – known by the troops and marked on trench maps as Tower Bridge – which supported the headstocks of Puits No. 15 at the northern extremity of the Loos Crassier spoil heap, the front line and western defences were soon overrun and the leading battalions of 44 Brigade led the way into the village. The close-quarters fighting that took place amongst the streets and buildings of the town may well have caught the troops unawares, but, as the 8/Seaforth Highlanders war diary recounts, it was a task they quickly adapted to: ‘The [Germans] remaining in the town put up a stubborn resistance and every house became a kind of little fort, and every cellar a refuge for the enemy. Desperate hand-to-hand fighting naturally went on; units broke up into detachments carrying on individual and isolated encounters’. The defenders – men of IR 157 – had not expected the town to fall so easily and were completely unprepared for the ferocity of the Scottish assault. Many of the survivors fled in the direction of Hill 70 and Cité St-Laurent, but so rapid was the German retirement that for days afterwards men from the 3rd Cavalry Division were employed searching the cellars and houses for German infantrymen who were still in hiding.
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The twin towers of the pithead gear marking the mine at the head of the Loos Crassier was known as Tower Bridge by the British troops serving in the area.


From the car park enter the roundabout and take the exit to the right of the grassed area in front of the medical centre. This is the Rue Prince de Condé. Continue out of town and at the junction with the D943, turn right – signposted Béthune and Mazingarbe. Cyclists will find a dedicated cycle lane on this road. As the road rises gently to the summit of the Grenay Ridge you will cross the former German front line at the Lens Road Redoubt – occasionally called the Jew’s Nose Redoubt. This strongpoint was attacked on 25 September by 8/Seaforth Highlanders and 9/Black Watch from the British front line, which was a mere 300m to the left of the road. This is where 36-year-old Captain Alex Ravenhill was killed leading his Company of the Seaforths across no-man’s-land towards the redoubt. This is also the site of Dud Corner Cemetery and the Loos Memorial, which you will see on the right. There is parking here.

The name Dud Corner is believed to be due to the large number of unexploded enemy shells found in the area after the Armistice. The only burials here during hostilities were Lieutenant Colonel Michael Henderson, Captains Donald Graham and John Bell and Second Lieutenant James Millar, along with forty men of 9/Black Watch together with one private of 8/Royal Dublin Fusiliers. The Black Watch other ranks were later moved to Philosophe British Cemetery. You will find the four Black Watch officers buried together opposite rows B and C. The remaining graves were brought in later from isolated positions around the battlefield and from certain small cemeteries, including Tosh Cemetery on the north side of Loos and le Rutoire British Cemetery near the farm of the same name. There are now nearly 2,000 casualties of the Great War commemorated in this site. Tragically, over half remain unidentified and special headstones have been erected to fifteen soldiers who are believed to be buried amongst them.
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The Loos Memorial at Dud Corner.


The great majority of the dead buried here fell in the Battle of Loos but some were killed in succeeding years. The Loos Memorial forms the sides and back of Dud Corner Cemetery and commemorates over 20,000 officers and men who have no known grave and who fell in the Battle of Loos and the later battles of the Lys, Estaires and Béthune.

Take the opportunity to climb one of the two observation towers which, on fine days, give excellent views across the battlefield. Looking due southeast beyond the cemetery walls you will be able to see Loos in the valley with Hill 70 on the skyline beyond marked by the guard towers of the new maximum security prison. Looking north–northeast along the gentle ridge of slightly higher ground some 1,000m in front of you was the site of the Loos Road Redoubt where Piper Daniel Laidlaw’s actions in piping his reluctant comrades out of the trenches to the assault earned him his Victoria Cross. In the distance beyond and slightly to the left you might just be able to make out the Cross of Sacrifice of St Mary’s ADS Cemetery shining white in the sunlight on a clear day. Further left still – 4km as the shell flies – you may make out the Hohenzollern Redoubt in front of Cité Madagascar. If you turn and look towards the south in the opposite direction, you should be able to see the lantern tower of the Notre Dame de Lorette French Cemetery in the distance to the right of the Double Crassier.

Walk around the walls of the Loos Memorial and you will find the names of many of the men we have mentioned in this guide. Captains Charles Cobbold and Charles Sorley, who were killed near the Hulluch Quarries, are on Panel 37, Major General George Thesiger, commanding the 9th (Scottish) Division, and Brigadier General Norman Nickalls, commanding 63 Brigade, are on Panel 1, whilst Lieutenant Colonel Douglas-Hamilton VC is on Panel 119. Private George Peachment was another recipient of the VC who earned his cross a short distance from here near Lone Tree; his name is on Panel 101. Surrey born 23-year-old Second Lieutenant Frank Wearne (Panel 85) of 10/Essex, earned his VC on 28 June 1917 during a raid on the German trenches. At the time of writing the names of Lieutenant John Kipling and Captain Fergus Bowes-Lyon are examples of that still quite rare phenomenon – to be commemorated by the CWGC in two places – having their names engraved on the panels here and on headstones elsewhere. The names of two soldiers shot at dawn are here, Private William Bowerman (Panel 65) and Private Thomas Foulkes (Panel 103) were both shot in 1917 for desertion. On Panel 31 there are six sets of brothers who were killed together on the same day. Amongst these you will find Lance Corporal Albert Franklin and his twin brother Private Edward Franklin, both serving with 5/Lincolnshires and killed on 26 September.
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Second Lieutenant Frank Wearne VC.
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Major General George Thesiger.


In the cemetery there are two further VC recipients. Captain Anketell Read (VII.F.19) and Sergeant Harry Wells (V.E.2) both performed actions near the Lone Tree trenches which earned them posthumous awards. You will also find Captain Alexander Ravenhill buried here (VI.G.1). Before leaving find time to visit two youngsters who are buried quite close to each other. Second Lieutenant Ralph Baxter (VII.E.18), who served with 2/Royal Sussex, was a regular officer and a prize cadet at Sandhurst before graduating in December 1914. Aged 18, he was originally buried at the former le Rutoire British Cemetery before being re-interred here after the war. Lance Corporal Charles Judge (VI.H.10) was only 17 years old and serving in the same battalion as Ralph Baxter. Both boys were killed on the same day in the same action near Lone Tree. Spare a thought also for 59-year-old Private George Gardiner (I.F.20) from Limerick who was killed serving with 9/Royal Munster Fusiliers on 28 April 1916.

After leaving the cemetery continue downhill passing into Mazingarbe. After the village sign take the second road on the left, which you will find just after the CWGC sign for Fosse 7 Military Cemetery (Quality Street) which is 200m further down the road on the left. Fosse 7 consisted of a pithead and an electric power station with a garden suburb of miners’ houses and takes its name from the trench which led into the cemetery – Quality Street. The cemetery was begun by French troops in May 1915 and continued by British units from June 1915 to April 1917 when the buildings opposite were used by field ambulance units.

There are nine 15th Division casualties from the first day of the Loos offensive buried here, most of whom would have been in action in the Lens Road Redoubt area but there are several more who were either killed during the subsequent two days of the battle or died of wounds soon after. The most senior officer buried here is Captain Richard Harvey (I.B.9), the 24-year-old adjutant of 9/Black Watch. Second Lieutenant William Brooke (II.C.1) served with 8/Post Office Rifles and came from Rugby in Warwickshire. He was killed near le Rutoire Farm on 14 June 1915, having only joined the battalion two weeks previously. His elder brother was the well-known poet Rupert Brooke, who died at sea on 23 April 1915 on the way to Gallipoli whilst serving as a sub lieutenant in the Hood Battalion of the Royal Naval Division days before his battalion landed at Cape Helles. Rupert Brooke is buried on the island of Skyros in the Aegean Sea.

At the rear of the cemetery you will find a row of gunners who served with A/Battery, 71 Brigade, buried in a collective grave. On 11 October 1915 the battery was in action close to the Fosse 7 spoil heap when they were hit by counter-battery fire. Seeing his friend Sergeant John Ayres (II.G.2a) was wounded, Sergeant John Raynes tended his wounds and dragged him clear of the battery position minutes before the position was hit again, this time with gas shells. Seeing that Ayres had lost his gas helmet, he gave his friend his own. Further shelling reduced the battery dugout to ruins and Raynes, by this time wounded himself, took part in the rescue of his colleagues, only to find John Ayres had been killed. Raynes was awarded the Victoria Cross and survived the war only to die in 1929 aged 43.
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Sergeant John Raynes VC.


After leaving the cemetery retrace your steps to the D943 and turn left. Take the second exit at the next roundabout, then take the third road on the left, the D165E, Rue Victor Hugo (signposted Hazingarbe) opposite the CWGC sign for Philosophe British Cemetery. Continue to the next CWGC sign – you will see it come up on the left – and turn right as indicated to a car park in front of the cemetery. Overshadowed by the huge spoil heap from Puits No. 3, this large cemetery was started in August 1915 and was later taken over by the 16th (Irish) Division in 1916. Succeeding divisions used the cemetery until October 1918 and here you will find men of the same division, often of the same battalion, buried side-by-side. After the Armistice, this cemetery was one of those used for the concentration of isolated graves from the Loos battlefield. The bodies of forty-one men of 9/Black Watch were brought from the west of Loos where they had fallen attacking the Lens Road Redoubt. You can find them in Plot III, Row H. There are now nearly 2,000 burials here, of which 277 are unidentified. The nearby Philosophe brewery buildings were used as a dressing station in 1915, the wounded arriving here via the old colliery railway which once ran along the track leading down to the cemetery. The first major influx of casualties came in April 1916 after the German gas attack against the 16th (Irish) Division holding the trenches northeast of Loos. These casualties are to be found mainly in Rows C, D, E and F. If you are looking for a headstone to mark with a cross of remembrance then look no further than 17-year-old Private John Churchill (I.E.36) from Hayes in Middlesex. John’s battalion, 21/Middlesex, was known as the Islington Battalion and arrived in France in June 1916 before going into the line for the first time in the Loos sector. John Churchill was killed on 18 September 1916 and was one of the battalion’s first casualties.


[image: images]

Philosophe British Cemetery.


After leaving the cemetery retrace your route to the D165e, turn left and return to the junction with D943. Turn left again, then turn right almost immediately to continue towards Vermelles. After 750m you will come to Vermelles Communal Cemetery on the right. There is a large car park just beyond the entrance. You will find the CWGC plot on the left. Of the nine burials here, two are casualties of the Second World War, whilst the remaining seven are all gunners from 7 Brigade and 25 Brigade killed between 13 October 1915 and 14 March 1916.

Leave the cemetery and turn right. In another 500m you will come to a right turn – Rue Henri Duquesne. Turn right here and keep straight on, the road soon breaks out into open country leaving the built-up area behind and becomes single track. At the T-junction you will see a cottage opposite you, turn left towards the farm buildings. This is le Rutoire Farm (see Route 10). Just before you reach the farm, look right to see the Lone Tree on the skyline between a large copse on the right and a smaller one on the left. Continue around the S-bend and past the farm towards the junction with the D39 ahead. Approximately 100m before the junction note the track to right. This narrow track will take you to the Lone Tree Memorial. If you are intending to walk the 1.2km to the Lone Tree you would be advised to leave your car at le Rutoire Farm – having first secured permission. This gives you the opportunity to visit the observation tower in the farmyard on your return. It is possible to drive or cycle to the memorial but the track does degenerate and is more appropriate for four-wheel-drive vehicles.

At the junction with the D39 turn left to take the road to Vermelles. After a little over 1km you will see the 46th (North Midland) Division Memorial on your left. There is parking almost directly opposite where the former Vermelles–La Bassée railway line can be seen. Continue to the T-junction and turn right towards the large calvary. Immediately before the calvary turn left into Rue Pasteur and continue to crossroads. Turn left again to meet the intersection. Continue straight ahead for 350m on the D75 – signposted Béthune and Lens – to find Vermelles British Cemetery on the right. Turn right immediately after the cemetery into the Rue de la Vignette and take the first right into the Rue Casimir Beugnet and stop between the gates of the two halves of cemetery.

Vermelles was in German hands from the middle of October 1914 to the beginning of December 1914, when it was recaptured by the French. An account by a French officer gives an impression of the bloody encounter that took place at the nearby chateau: ‘A company of my regiment and thirty Moroccan troops, with knives between their teeth, dashed through the breaches and invaded the château . . . in the cellars we found the officers taking their coffee. They resisted and every man was killed’. The cemetery was begun in September 1915 when the cellars at the chateau were used as a dressing station. It was laid out and fenced by the Pioneers of 1/Gloucesters, and known for a long time as Gloucester Graveyard. There are now some 2,134 casualties commemorated here and of these, 198 are unidentified and special memorials are erected to 6 soldiers known to be buried amongst them.
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Captain Edward Carrington.


There are 440 identified casualties from 1915 of whom the great majority are victims of the Battle of Loos. Many would have been brought here and died of wounds which may account for the unusually high number – nearly 200 – of officers buried here. These men are mainly to be found in Plots I and Plot VI in the smaller section of the cemetery containing the Cross of Sacrifice. Three medical officers are buried here, all killed tending the wounded in their respective units. Captain Edward Carrington (I.F.34) was attached to 2/Worcesters and was killed near the Hulluch Quarries on 27 September. The 26-year-old doctor joined the battalion in 1914 in time to take part in the famous counter-attack on Gheluvelt Chateau on 31 October 1914. He was awarded the Military Cross for his actions on that day. On the day he was killed the battalion lost over 300 other ranks and 13 officers including all 4 company commanders. Captain Arthur Jekyll (IV.E.1) was the medical officer attached to 13/Royal Scots and was killed near the Hohenzollern Redoubt on 11 May 1916 along with his commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Richard Raban (III.F.2), 18-year-old Captain Ian Ferguson (IV.E.4) and Captain Charles Yule (IV.E.5). Captain Thomas Bell (23) (I. H.25) was a graduate of Edinburgh University Medical School and volunteered for service in 1914. He was serving with 36/Field Ambulance when he was killed on 2 October 1915. Buried almost next to each other are Lieutenant Colonels Bertram Leatham (VI.D.13), who commanded 2/Wiltshires, and John Monteith (VI.D.13), who was the second commanding officer of the Bedfords to be killed after less than a week in command. Nearby you will find Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Egerton (VI.G.6), who commanded 1/Coldstream Guards, and his adjutant, 21-year-old Lieutenant Hon. Maurice Browne (VI.G.7), who was a son of the Earl of Kenmore. Both officers were killed in the Chalk Pit by the same shell which impacted just as they were emerging from the battalion HQ dugout. Lieutenant Colonel Charles Armstrong (I.J.31) was gazetted in October 1894 and served throughout the Second Boer War (1899–1902) before taking up command of the newly formed 8/Northumberland Fusiliers. He arrived in France in June 1915 to take command of 2/Northumberland Fusiliers and was killed on 10 October 1915.

Before you leave there are two young men who would welcome your attention, if only for a few minutes. Trooper Charles Rimmer (II.N.11) of 1/Life Guards was a Southport policeman before the war. His regiment was employed on pioneer duties nearby when a shell killed him and three others on 26 January 1916. Second Lieutenant Bernard Read (IV.A.14) was killed on 28 August 1916 serving with 9/Royal Dublin Fusiliers. His letters home betrayed not only his fear, which he kept to himself, but painted a stark picture of the horrors of trench warfare:

I saw one of our own sentries lying a huddled heap of a man, blood pouring from his temple, and a man beside him keeping him up, he died then, he had been hit by shrapnel . . . the bursting shells threw up earth that descended in showers, shrapnel and other shells came roaring along, you hear them, you can judge the direction by the sound.

Return to your vehicle and continue to the T-junction, turning left onto the D75. You are now returning to the intersection which we negotiated earlier. Turn right here onto the D39 signposted ‘Hulluch’. Follow the D39 round to the left and where the road takes a sharp turn to the right, continue straight ahead, passing the calvary which you will see on the left. After 450m the road leaves the outskirts of Vermelles and heads northeast to meet a junction. Bear right here, and in another 400m or so you will reach the right-hand turn for Quarry Cemetery. The track is suitable for cars and there is parking by the cemetery. Details of the cemetery and surrounding area can be found in Route 9.

After retracing your route to the road, turn right and head towards the German lines at Mad Point which is marked by the first house that comes up on the right. This was the point at which the German front line crossed the road – from left to right – on 25 September 1915. Slow down here, as across the fields to your right, the rough and slightly raised ground around the feature shown on modern day maps as le Mont d’Auchy is clearly visible. In 1915 this was the site of the Hohenzollern Redoubt. Marked by the large copse of trees and bushes and crossed by the line of pylons, the redoubt saw some of the most bitter, bloody and sustained fighting in this entire sector.

Continue along the western edge of the housing estate called Cité Madagascar to the next roundabout and take the second exit. At the next roundabout continue straight ahead along the Rue Casimir Beugnet until you meet the junction with the D163. Turn right here and head towards the large water tower on the left. A little over 450m further on is where the German second line of defence crossed the road in front of you – Haisnes Trench to the left of the road and Pekin Trench on the opposite side running south towards Fosse 8 and The Dump. From this point the German line moved north to cross the La Bassée Canal just west of La Bassée to continue in the direction of Neuve Chapelle and Aubers.
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The area around Haisnes and Cité St-Elie – taken from the 1915 trench map prior to the battle of 25 September.


The ground to your right, now masked by the rows of residential housing, is where some of the most intense fighting took place around The Dump and Fosse 8 in September 1915. Follow the road through Haisnes to the roundabout in front of the church and take the second exit towards Cité St-Elie, passing the Mairie on the left. On the morning of 25 September 1915, Haisnes could well have been taken by the 9th Division, but delays in moving through the assembly trenches allowed German reserves from La Bassée to bolster the defence and prevent the Scots from making further progress.

Continue to the junction with the D947 – marked by traffic lights at the time of writing – and turn right towards Lens, Loos and Hulluch. You are now running parallel to the German line which was beyond the houses on your right. Soon the post-war spoil heap at Cité St-Elie comes into view which marks the approximate position of the Hulluch Quarries. For details of the fighting here see Route 10.

Continue along the D947 until you reach the roundabout with the distinctive miniature pithead gear winding tower. In September 1915 this crossroads – known as Estaminet Corner – was the furthest point reached in this sector by the battalions of 20 Brigade. The Gordon Highlanders occupied part of Harborne Alley Trench which ran to the left of the crossroads whilst the Devons were to the right. Without any tools with which to consolidate their position, the men used their ‘grubbers’ to dig shallow firing pits whilst parties were sent back for ammunition and rations. At around 10pm a strong counter-attack by the German 2/Guard Reserve Division forced the British back towards Gun Trench.

Take the second exit at the roundabout – signposted Loos and Lens. However, if you wish to visit St Mary’s ADS Cemetery and the twin cemeteries at Ninth Avenue and Bois Carré take the third exit. The cemeteries are just over 1km along the road on the left; you will find details in Route 10.

From the roundabout continue down the arrow-straight D974 – referred to as the Lens–La Bassée road in most accounts of the Battle of Loos. As you head south towards Puits 14 bis you cross the so-called ‘Field of Corpses’. On 26 September 1915 practically the whole area between Hulluch and Bois Hugo was strewn with dead, dying and wounded men after the abortive attack by the 21st and 24th New Army Divisions which had been rushed to the front as reinforcements. The attack was launched from the ground to the right of the road with the intention of breaking through the German second line, which was to your left. As they crossed the road the full weight of machine-gun and rifle fire from the direction of Hulluch and Bois Hugo concentrated on the lines of advancing British infantry. The lines were cut down in their hundreds. Private Harry Fellowes was with 12/Northumberland Fusiliers, a 21st Division battalion that was going into action for the first time. His experience, recounted much later in his long life, was typical of many men that morning:

The cap from the head of the lad in front of me flew from his head and he fell – I stumbled over him – and even to this day I feel no shame when I say that I stayed where I was: my face buried in the grass, and never had the good earth smelled so sweet! I was 19-years-old and no hero – just a scared teenager who had no wish to die and, after seeing all that devastation in front of my eyes, I was frightened! The firing seemed to go on for hours.

By 1.30pm elements of both the New Army divisions were in a panicked retreat back across the road. Fortunately, the Germans did not follow but sent out their own medical teams from Hulluch to treat the British wounded and send all who could walk or crawl back towards the British lines. It was against this background that the action which led to the award of a Victoria Cross to Sergeant Arthur Saunders of 9/Suffolks was played out. Despite having lost part of his left leg, Saunders covered the retreat of his men with Second Lieutenant Phillip Christison of 6/Cameron Highlanders. Christison was awarded the Military Cross for his actions that day and went on to have a glittering army career, eventually retiring as a full general in 1949.

The attack had been an unmitigated disaster with over 8,000 casualties from the 24 battalions that took part in the assault. Little wonder the Germans named this strip of open ground Leichenfeld von Loos – the Field of Corpses of Loos.
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The striking twin cones rising majestically from the pancake-flat ground on the site of the former Loos Double Crassier can be seen from all sectors of the battlefield.


Continue, passing the industrial buildings on the site of what was Puits 14 bis on your right; whilst to your left the Lens airfield and Bois Hugo beyond will come into view. See Route 11 for details of the fighting around Puits 14 bis and the wooded areas of Bois Hugo and Chalet Wood.

At the roundabout you can turn left to visit the Hill 70 Canadian Memorial to the CEF’s 15/Battalion (48th Highlanders) which you will find almost immediately on the right. This will give you the opportunity to stretch your legs in Bois Hugo and get a good view of Chalet Wood across the road.

Return to the roundabout and take the second exit towards Loos. You will pass the crematorium on the left tucked into the western end of Chalet Wood. You are now travelling along the ridge of Hill 70 as it rises to its highest point at the next roundabout. Details of the fighting around Hill 70 can be found in Route 11.

At the roundabout turn right and go downhill towards Loos. Drive slowly, as after 100m you will find two plaques mounted on a post just before the first private house on the right. These commemorate the award of the Victoria Cross to two Canadian soldiers during the Canadian attack in August 1917. You are now in the former trench lines that made up the Hill 70 Redoubt.

Continue downhill to the centre of Loos and the Mairie from where you can visit two CWGC cemeteries. St Patrick’s Cemetery is a short distance from the Mairie along Rue Alexandre Maniez and opposite the village school. Follow the CWGC signpost from the roundabout by the Mairie. The school took its name from Emiliene Moreau, the ‘Angel of Loos’, who is said to have assisted the 15th Division medical teams during the battle. A small number of graves were brought in after the Armistice from the surrounding area. Of the 583 Commonwealth burials – including 23 special memorials – 41 remain unidentified.

Whilst there are no casualties from 1915 buried here, the cemetery stands testament to the intensity of the fighting that took place in this sector in the years following the Battle of Loos. The 16th (Irish) Division arrived in March 1916 on its first tour of duty in the trenches. In April and May 1916 the Germans carried out numerous gas attacks designed to coincide with the Easter Rising in Ireland. The results of those attacks are only too plain to see amongst the headstones.

To find Loos British Cemetery return to the roundabout by the Mairie in the centre of town and follow the CWGC signposts. The cemetery was begun by the Canadian Corps in July 1917 and originally called Loos Provisional Cemetery. It stands on the former site of the Chalk Pit which was close to the Loos Crassier and the twin pylons of Tower Bridge. The Tower Bridge pithead was rebuilt after the war and decommissioned in the 1960s, after which it was demolished. Today only a plaque in the ground marks its former site.

The greater part of the cemetery was formed after the Armistice by the concentration of graves from the battlefields and smaller cemeteries including Bart’s Alley Cemetery, the site of which we visit in Route 9. Memorials to these former cemeteries can be found along the wall on the far right as you enter. There are over 3,000 casualties from both world wars commemorated in this site. Of these, two-thirds remain unidentified and special memorials are erected to two soldiers from the United Kingdom and four from Canada who are known or believed to be buried amongst them. Other special memorials record the names of forty-four soldiers from Canada and twelve from the United Kingdom, buried in other cemeteries, whose graves were destroyed by shellfire.

On 14 March 2014 the remains of twenty British and thirty German soldiers were uncovered in a communal grave in Vendin le Vieil. The German remains were handed over to the German authorities and the British buried with full military honours in this cemetery. Sadly, only one casualty was identified and Private William McAleer of 7/Royal Scots Fusiliers was reburied with his comrades in Plot 20, Row G, Graves 20–6.


[image: images]

The Loos British Cemetery is situated close to the former Loos Crassier.


You will find five casualties from the 47th Division attack who were killed or wounded on 25 September 1915 buried here: 19-year-old Second Lieutenant Edward Adams (I.A.12) of 20/Londons was killed along with his friends, Second Lieutenant Robert Hamilton and 20-year-old Lieutenant Gurden Thomasset (I.A.11). Their battalion was tasked with capturing the Chalk Pit and the nearby spoil heap running southeast from Tower Bridge. Hamilton is buried at Noeux-les-Mines Communal Cemetery. Major William ‘Bill’ Casson (VIII.B.19) and Lance Corporal Herbert Moss (Sp. Mem. 5), Lieutenant Arthur Smith (VIII.B.20) and Second Lieutenant Denis Donaldson (VIII.B.18) were all killed with A Company of 7/Londons during the capture and subsequent defence of the Double Crassier.

There are thirty-two other casualties who were killed or died of wounds during the period 25–8 September 1915. Amongst these you will find Private George Mundell (XIII.D.11), from Annam in Dumfriesshire who was killed serving with 7/KOSB, and Major Ronald Maxwell (XVII.E.18), who was one of 11 officers and 350 other ranks either killed or who went missing from 6/KOSB when the battalion was cut to pieces near Mad Point (see Route 9).

The considerable numbers of Canadians buried here were mostly killed in August 1917 during the successful Canadian attack on Hill 70. Casualties of that attack were Lieutenant George Wooler (IV.D.2) of 5/Battalion CEF and 25-year-old Private Edgar Stringer (XVIII.A.30) of 20/Battalion CEF from Dunnville, Ontario. Like their comrades, both boys were killed a very long way from home.

Before you leave you may wish to take advantage of a very short, 1km/0.6 mile, walk that begins at the cemetery and then takes you to the former Loos Crassier which you can see from the cemetery. From the cemetery gates walk uphill towards the road bridge. Just before the bridge take the path on the left which follows the rear wall of the cemetery to join the pathway that runs along the top of the former Loos Crassier. This is where the twin railway tracks once ran from the pithead where Tower Bridge was situated. This huge structure would have been straight ahead of you, beyond the line of houses you can see in the distance. Walk along the path heading towards the town, bearing left towards a set of wooden steps which you will find leading down to a flat expanse of grass. These steps lead you back to the road where a left turn will return you to the cemetery.

Musée Alexandre Villedieu

Located at the rear of the Mairie, the museum is open by appointment which can easily be made by email or by telephone. Named after a French soldier who was discovered locally, the museum contains a number of artefacts which have been found in the surrounding battlefields. The museum also produces a regular newsletter – l’Écho des Tranchées – which can be seen at: http://asso.sltdlgg.pagespersoorange.fr/images/echo/echofrance.htm. The curator organizes tours to the Double Crassier. Details on application. At the time of writing the price for a museum visit and a guided tour to the Double Crassier is �4 per person and takes about 1½ hours. Email: a.villedieu@wanadoo.fr; telephone from England: 0033 3 21 78 31 29; museum website: http://asso.sltdlgg.pagesperso-orange.fr/.


Further Reading

There are six Battleground Europe titles which have been published in recent years that look more closely at the area covered by this guidebook. These are generally good value and offer a clear narrative of the battles and the area in which they were fought:


Bridger, Geoff. The Battle of Neuve Chapelle, Pen & Sword, 2000

Hancock, Edward. Aubers Ridge, Pen & Sword, 2005

Pedersen, Peter. Fromelles, Pen & Sword, 2004

Rawson, Andrew. Loos – Hill 70, Pen & Sword, 2002

Rawson, Andrew. Loos – Hohenzollern, Pen & Sword, 2003

Tomaselli, Phil. Battle of the Lys 1918, Pen & Sword, 2011



The latter volume looks at the defence of Givenchy by the 55th (West Lancashire) Division and the breaking of the 2nd Portuguese Division in the Neuve Chapelle area in the face of the German assault of 9 April 1918.

Further aspects of the fighting in this area are covered by the late Rose Coombs’ guide to the Western Front – Before Endeavours Fade (After the Battle Publications, 2006), and in Major and Mrs Holt’s The Western Front – North (Pen & Sword, 2007). However, these guides are primarily written for those who wish to explore the area using a motor vehicle and do not cater for a more comprehensive exploration of the battlefields either on foot or by bike.

The Battle of Loos has attracted a number of titles which explore the battleground in much greater detail than we have been able to do due to limitations of space. Gordon Corrigan’s Loos 1915 – The Unwanted Battle (Spellmount, 2004) will provide useful background reading, whilst on a slightly different note My Boy Jack by Tonie and Valmai Holt (Pen & Sword, 2004) looks more closely at the mystery surrounding the death and whereabouts of the body of Lieutenant John Kipling. Lyn Macdonald writes about the battles of Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge and Loos in 1915 – The Death of Innocence (Penguin, 1997).

As you might expect the action at Fromelles in July 1916 has attracted a great deal of attention from Australian writers, some of whom do provide a slightly biased account of the battle in that the efforts of the British 61st Division are often marginalized. Several of the more rounded accounts of the battle can be found in Paul Cobb’s Fromelles 1916 (Tempus Publishing, 2007), Michael Senior’s Fromelles 1916 – No Finer Courage (Pen & Sword, 2011) and Peter Barton’s myth-breaking The Lost Legions of Fromelles (Constable, 2014), which includes new research and analysis based on German archival sources.

One Australian author who provides an objective view in his guidebook Anzacs on the Western Front (John Wiley and Sons, Australia 2012) is ex-Australian soldier and War Memorial Historian Dr Peter Pedersen. Chris Baker covers the German 1918 Offensive in some detail in The Battle for Flanders – German Defeat on the Lys (Pen & Sword, 2011). Adrian Bristow’s A Serious Disappointment (Pen & Sword, 1995) looks specifically at the Battle of Aubers Ridge.

Finally, two books that focus on the Victoria Cross winners will be useful in providing more details of the individual actions. Gerald Gliddon’s VCs of the First World War – 1914 and Peter Batchelor and Christopher Matson’s VCs of the First World War – The Western Front 1915 were both published by The History Press in 2011, whilst Gerald Gliddon’s VCs Handbook – The Western Front 1914–1918 (Sutton, 2006) provides details of every VC awarded for actions on the Western Front.
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measurement of 34in.

4 Age limits - 19 to 40. 19 to 45 ex Soldiers.
TERMS OF SERVICE.

(1) Four years or duration of the War.
(2) Foreign Service Only.
(3) Free Discharge on termination of War or engagement.

Civil Posts will be kept open until return from Military
Service, and such service will count for Civil Pension
and for Increment of Civil Salary.
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APPROVED BY THE ‘ Lieut.- Col lmh Battalion c“l of London Regiment.

POSTMASTER-GENERAL. (Signed) {F. AL ABOUCHE tish Expeditionary Force)

(Blgned) AM.O. J + Lieut.-Col. mm City of London Regiment.
ns/s. F. OWEN,

Major 3/8th City of London Regiment

GOD SAVE THE KING.
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