THE TIGER

The Portuguese Memorial at La Couture

THE NEWSLETTER OF
THE LEICESTERSHIRE & RUTLAND BRANCH
OF THE
WESTERN FRONT ASSOCIATION
ISSUE 78 – APRIL 2018

CHAIRMAN’S COLUMN
Welcome again, Ladies and Gentlemen, to the latest edition of The Tiger.
April 1918 brings the centenary of many significant Great War anniversaries, including the death
of Manfred Von Richthofen, the legendary “Red Baron”, on 21st April, followed by the Naval raid
on Zeebrugge two days later. Our cover photograph this month, however, relates to the actions
of one of our forgotten Allies, the Portuguese, and their gallant stand at La Couture on 9 th April,
the opening day of the Battle of the Lys.
Our January 1917 (Issue 64) of The Tiger explained the entry of the Portuguese, or the “Pork and
Cheese” as they were popularly known, into the Great War and also featured a memorial to their
labourers that exists to this day in the New Forest. The Portuguese Expeditionary Corps, some
57,000 men strong, first entered the front line in November 1917 to defend seven miles of damp,
muddy French Flanders between the River Lys and the La Bassée Canal. Poorly equipped, in
lightweight uniforms, they struggled to acclimatize to the inclement winter conditions. A change
to the Portuguese Government in December 1917 saw support for the men reduced, “leave”
become impossible for non-Officers, reinforcements non-existent and food poor. Morale
plummeted accordingly and insubordination grew.
The evening of 8th April 1918 found three Portuguese
Brigades, under the command of British XI Corps,
holding some 10,000 yards of thinly manned front line. At
4.15a.m. the following morning, four German Divisions
began “Operation Georgette” (known to the British as The
Battle of the Lys) by bombarding the Portuguese
positions with high explosive and gas shells. In thick fog
and with no stomach to resist, the Portuguese fled enmasse, stealing bicycles, abandoning arms and riding three
to a mule to escape the German onslaught. Whilst 6,585
Officers and men were taken prisoner, one German
scathingly reported “they ran away faster than we could run
towards them”.
It had already been agreed with the Portuguese commandA Portuguese Lewis Gun crew, 1918
ers that, because of their weak state and low morale, British troops would occupy the zone behind
them. As soon as it became clear that a major assault was under way, British XI Corps ordered its
mobile reserve units – the 11th Cyclist Battalion and the 1st King Edward’s Horse – forward, the
former to the village of La Couture, three and a half miles west of Neuve Chapelle whilst the
latter made their way to defences east of La Vielle Chapelle, less than a mile north of La Couture.
Both Battalions were in position by 7.30 a.m. and were joined by units of the 3rd Portuguese
Brigade, arriving from Estaires. Amongst their number was Soldier Anibal Augusto Milhais, a 22
year old farmer serving as a Lewis Gunner in the 15th Battalion. Between 10 a.m. and noon, Milhais
and the Cyclist Battalion witnessed first-hand the retreat of Portuguese troops to the rear area,
with many of the newly arrived 3rd Brigade vanishing into the fog alongside them. Only pockets
of Portuguese now remained alongside their British comrades to offer any resistance. Hard on the
heels of the fleeing Portuguese came the first units of German Stormtroopers. By noon the gallant
defenders were in action and came under increasing pressure as the assault
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gathered momentum. Fighting fiercely with Lewis Guns, rifles and hand grenades, they managed
to keep the enemy at bay, killing hundreds as they advanced in close formation. Soldier Milhais,
with his Lewis Gun, laid down intensive fire against advances by two German regiments, causing
many casualties. Despite coming under heavy attack himself, he stayed at his post, firing in all
directions until his ammunition supply was exhausted.

The ground lost to the Germans on 9th April 1918 is shown
above. La Couture is south of Vielle Chapelle and west of
Neuve Chapelle.

Soldier Anibal Milhais, wearing the “Order
of the Tower and Sword of Valour,
Loyalty and Merit”,

Inevitably, sheer weight of numbers saw the enemy break through the defences and by 3 p.m.
German troops were consolidating their capture of the village amidst the ruined trenches and dug
outs. The German advance to the River Lys continued! Unable to silence his position, the Germans
had instead gone around Soldier Milhais, who now found himself isolated behind enemy lines.
Making his way to the rear, still carrying his Lewis Gun, Milhais survived for three days on water
and food scavenged from dead bodies. On the third day he rescued a Scottish Officer from
drowning in a swamp who later reported his actions. Milhais would later receive The Order of the
Tower and Sword of Valour, Loyalty and Merit, (his country’s highest gallantry award) and the French
Legion D’honneur. Described by his commanding officer as “Soldado Milhoes” (a soldier worth a
million men) he henceforth became known as “The Million Man”. Milhais survived the War and
lived until 1970.
In 1923, land adjacent to the then ruined Church at La Couture
was gifted to the Portuguese nation, who erected their National
Memorial on that site. The first stone was laid on 11th November
1923 and five years later the Memorial (shown left) was
inaugurated in the presence of numerous dignitaries from
Portugal, French and Belgium. Before a symbolic figure of
Portugal, a Portuguese soldier (albeit wearing a British helmet)
fights amongst the ruins of a Gothic cathedral, his enemy depicted
as Death, armed with his scythe. Today, this little-known memorial
is one of few reminders of the participation in the Great War of
one of Britain’s oldest Allies. Let us not forget them . . .
D.S.H.
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PARISH NOTICES

FORTHCOMING BRANCH MEETINGS
The Elms Social & Service Club, Bushloe End,
WIGSTON, Leicestershire, LE18 2BA
7:30 p.m. – 9:30 p.m. (Approx.)
26th March 2018
Guest Speaker: Mel Gould

The Story of the
Loughborough Carillon

The story of the Loughborough Carillon, built as the town’s
Memorial to its Great War dead, is presented by Mel Gould,
whose personal association with both the Carillon and the
Museum within it will be well-known to many of our members.

30th April 2018
Guest Speaker: Dave Dunham

The 1918 German Spring Offensive –
the beginning of the end
In March 1918, the German Army began its final series of
offensives along the Western Front, designed to quickly end
the War. Returning by popular request, Dave Dunham
explains why these assaults can be considered “the beginning
of the end”.

28th May 2018
Guest Speaker: Derek Seaton
Captain Robert Gee, VC, MC, MP
A Remarkable Soldier & Politician
Leicester-born Robert Gee served as a Captain in the Royal
Fusiliers and was awarded a Victoria Cross for his gallantry
during the Battle of Cambrai. Gee’s biographer and W.F.A.
Member, Derek Seaton, relates both the military and political
careers of this remarkable warrior.
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OTHER DATES FOR YOUR DIARY . . .

RAF 100
ACT OF REMEMBRANCE

WELFORD ROAD
CEMETERY
LEICESTER

As
part
of
the
centennial
commemorations of the founding of
the Royal Air Force, please join us to
pay tribute to the men of the Royal
Naval Air Service, Royal Flying Corps
and Royal Air Force who are buried or
commemorated in this Cemetery.

SATURDAY, 7th APRIL 2018
Please arrive by 10.30 a.m. at
the Visitors Centre
Refreshments are available after
the Service

All are welcome.

LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHEALOGICAL
AND HISTORICAL SOCIETY
HISTORY FAIR

BEAUMANOR HALL
BEAUMANOR
DRIVE
WOODHOUSE
LEICESTERSHIRE
LE12 8TX

SUNDAY 15TH APRIL 2018
10.00 a.m. – 4.00 p.m.

THE BRANCH WILL
BE AMONGST
THOSE
EXHIBITING
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FRIENDS OF WELFORD ROAD CEMETERY
ANZAC DAY COMMEMORATIONS
will take place on

Wednesday, 25th April 2018
Please assemble at the Welford Road
entrance by 10.30 a.m.
The Service will commence at 11.00 a.m.
Light Refreshments will be available at the
Visitors Centre following the
Commemorations
Donations are welcome to cover the cost
of the Poppy Crosses placed on the
military graves for this Service

AT RISK WAR MEMORIALS
can be viewed on:
SATURDAY, 19th MAY 2018
11.00 a.m. – 4.00 p.m.

at
The Chancel,
Rear of All Saints Church,
Highcross Street, Leicester
Further information is available from Project Director,
Denis Kenyon, who can be contacted on
denis.kenyon@hotmail.co.uk
.
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SERGEANT STUBBY:
AN ALL AMERICAN WAR HERO
by Valerie Jacques

An animated feature film entitled “Sgt. Stubby: An American Hero”
is due to be released on 13th April. Featuring the voices of
Helena Bonham Carter and Gérard Depardieu, the fim has been
endorsed as an official project of the United States World War I
Centennial Commission but who, or what, is Sergeant Stubby?
Permit me to introduce you . . . . . .
Stubby, a stray of uncertain breed, most probably a Pit
Bull/Terrier cross, became the official mascot of the 102nd
Infantry Regiment (United States), assigned to the 26th (Yankee)
Division in 1917. He served with great bravery for a period of
18 months, participating in 17 battles on the Western Front. He
saved his Regiment on numerous occasions and his exploits
became front page news throughout the USA. Stubby has been
described as the most decorated dog of the Great War and the only dog nominated to hold rank
and be promoted to Sergeant through combat. Although this claim has no official documentary
evidence, it has been recognised by the Smithsonian Institution in Washington DC where Stubby
is preserved to this day, his skin mounted on a plaster cast.
In June 1917 a forlorn pup was found wandering the grounds of the Yale University campus in
New Haven, Connecticut, where members of the 102nd Infantry were training for the Western
Front. One soldier, Corporal James Robert (Bob) Conroy from Pittsfield, Massachusetts,
developed a particular fondness for the dog and named him Stubby because of his short tail. When
orders were given to mobilize for France, Conroy couldn’t bear to be parted from his new friend
and smuggled him aboard the troop ship, USS Minnesota, at Newport News, Virginia, hiding him
in a coal bin until the ship was too far out to sea to turn back. He was eventually, of course,
discovered by Conroy’s most displeased commanding officer but Stubby possessed a playful yet
obedient nature and the C.O. soon noticed the ease at which he calmed the nerves of the men
preparing for their ominous task. He’d been taught tricks and was soon able to salute on the
command of “Present Arms!” by holding his paw up to his face and special orders were soon given
allowing him to remain as the Official Mascot. Stubby’s unique character and ability to improve
morale made him an integral part of the unit and he was thus allowed to accompany the men to
the front lines entering combat on 5th February 1918 on the Chemin des Dames, north of Soissons.
The 26th (Yankee) Division relieved the 1st Division near St. Mihiel on 3rd April. The line taken
over extended from the vicinity of Apremont, on the west, in front of Xivray-Marvoisin,
Seicheprey, and Bois de Remieres, as far as the Bois de Jury, on the east where the French line
joined the American line. Division Headquarters were at Boucq. In late April, German infantry
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conducted a raid on positions of the 26th
Division, one of the first attacks on Americans
during the war. At 4 a.m. on 20th April, German
field artillery bombarded the 102nd Infantry's
positions near Seicheprey before German troops
advanced against the village. The artillery box
barrage continued for 36 hours, isolating
American units. The Germans overwhelmed a
machine gun company and two infantry
companies of the 102nd and temporarily
breached the trenches before elements of the
division rallied and recaptured the village. The
Germans withdrew before the Division could
counterattack but inflicted 634 casualties,
including 80 killed, 424 wounded, and 130
captured, while losing over 600 men, including
150 killed of their own. Stubby was wounded in
the right foreleg and chest during the retreat and
was treated at a field hospital where he
convalesced and continued to improve the
Corporal James Robert (Bob) Conroy
morale of the nurses and wounded troops. The
with a fellow soldier and, of course, Stubby –
26th Division was relieved by the 82nd Division
somewhere in France 1918
on 28th June, moved by train to Meaux, and
entered the line again northwest of Château-Thierry, relieving the 2nd Division on 5th July.
As the size of the A.E.F. grew, the 26th was placed under command of I Corps in the July. When
the Aisne-Marne campaign began shortly thereafter they were placed under command of the
French Sixth Army protecting its east flank. When the offensive began, the Division advanced up
the spine of the Marne salient for several
weeks, pushing through Belleau Wood,
moving 10 miles from 18th to 25th July. On
12th August it was pulled from the lines near
Toul to prepare for the next offensive. The
Division was then a part of the offensive at
St. Mihiel, during the Battle of Saint-Mihiel.
They then moved in position for the last
major offensive of the war, at MeuseArgonne.
Stubby recovered from his wounds and
returned to the Front having “earned” two
wound stripes. He was subjected to mustard
gas and had a specially designed gas mask
made to protect him and, with his keen
nose, quickly learned to warn his unit of
Sergeant Stubby wearing his chamois coat,
incoming gas attacks. He greatly assisted
made by the grateful women of Château-Thierry,
with the location of wounded soldiers in
upon which are pinned his medals
“no-man’s-land”, licking and staying with them until help arrived. His superior sense of hearing
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could detect the whine of incoming artillery shells before the men thereby alerting them when to
take cover and, whilst in the Argonne, he was solely responsible for the capturing of a German
spy who had made the mistake of speaking to him in German. Stubby knew that this man was no
ally and bit and attacked him holding on to his trousers until help arrived. It was this act that
prompted the Commander of 102nd Infantry to nominate him for promotion to Sergeant.
After the war Stubby returned home and became a celebrity. He marched in and normally led
many parades across the country. He met Presidents Woodrow Wilson, Calvin Coolidge and
Warren G. Harding and, in 1921, attended Georgetown University Law Centre with Conroy. He
became the Georgetown Hoyas Football Team’s mascot and would be given the ball at halftime
to nudge around the field, much to the amusement of the fans. He became a life member of the
American Legion, American Red Cross and the YMCA and continued to live a full life into the
mid 1920’s.

Stubby’s YMCA Membership Card
In 1926, Stubby died quietly in his sleep in Conroy's arms
and was given an entire half-page obituary in the New York
Times, much more than notable deceased persons of the
era! He’d left having lived a life few men dared, witnessed
Ecommoy, France 1919
history in the making, and rose above it all to become a
genuine hero. Today, Stubby’s remains are on display as part of the Smithsonian Exhibit: "The Price
of Freedom: Americans at War", in Washington D.C., where he can be seen, still standing at-the-ready,
and wearing his many decorations on a chamois service blanket made for him by the grateful
women of Château-Thierry, France. Stubby was also honoured with a brick in the Walk of Honour
at the Liberty Memorial, in Kansas City, at a ceremony held on Armistice Day, November 2006.

Sergeant Stubby's brick at the Liberty Memorial
I hope that as many of you as possible will take your children/grandchildren along to your local
cinema to see the remarkable story of this brave little dog. You may find that you enjoy it, too!
V.E.J.
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CENTENARY CALENDAR

APRIL 1918
1st – Britain: Royal Naval Air Service and Royal
Flying Corps amalgamate and become the Royal
Air Force.
2nd – Belgium: Attempt to raid Zeebrugge
aborted at last moment after wind direction
changes and makes it impossible to lay
smokescreen to cover ships.
3rd – France: Allied Supreme War Council
formally confers post of Commander-in-Chief
of all Allied armies on Western Front, including
USA, to General Ferdinand Foch.
4th – France: Battle of the Avre - French and
British forces repel German attack on Amiens.
It marks beginning of the end for Ludendorff’s
March offensive; Finland: Germany intervenes
in Finnish Civil War leaving Royal Navy’s Baltic
Submarines Force in untenable position.
Majority scuttled to prevent enemy capture.
5th – France: Battle of the Ancre - seen officially
by British sources as the end of the German
offensive "Michael"; Russia: Japanese naval
commander, Admiral Kato, lands troops at
Vladivostok and issues proclamation that Japan
takes upon itself maintenance of order. Pretext
for landing is murder there of two Japanese by
unknown persons.
9th – France: German "Operation Georgette"
commences against British and Portuguese
forces between Armentieres and Givenchy,
known to British as The Battle of the Lys.
Germans force crossings of Rivers Lawe and
Lys. The 2nd Portuguese Division wiped out on
first day.
10th – Britain: British government passes
extension to Military Service Act, raising upper
age of conscription to 50 and extending it to
Ireland - effective from 18th; Belgium: Battle of
Messines 1918 begins as "Georgette" offensive
front broadened almost as far as Ypres; Italy:
Pact of Rome signals agreement between Italy
and new state of Yugo-Slavia; Liberia: German
U-boat U154 bombards Monrovia, destroys
French wireless station and sinks customs

gunboat, “RL President Howard”, only vessel of
Liberian Navy; South Atlantic: U-boat U153 lays
mines off Dakar and cuts Allied communication
cables on ocean floor near Bijagós Islands of
Portuguese Guinea.
11th – France: German forces capture
Armentières and Merville as "Operation Georgette"
proceeds; Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig issues
his famous Special Order of the Day commonly
referred to as his “Backs to the Wall” communiqué
imploring his forces to stand fast and fight it out.
15th – France: Bailleul is captured by Germans as
"Operation Georgette" proceeds.
16th – Belgium: British Second Army withdraws
from Ypres Salient to release reserves for the Lys
and German forces reoccupy Passchendaele.
20th – Britain: Secretary of State for War, Lord
Derby, resigns and is despatched to Paris as
British Ambassador to France - he is replaced by
Lord Alfred Milner.
21st – France: Manfred von Richtofen, “The Red
Baron”, shot down over Morlancourt Ridge and
dies form his wounds.
23rd – Belgium: British naval raid on Zeebrugge
and Ostend; Guatemala: War declared on
Germany.
24th – France: Germans attack VillersBretonneux but, after initial success, are defeated
by British and Empire forces in counter attack.
26th – Belgium: German forces carry out
extraordinary feat of arms in capturing Mount
Kemmel from French
27th – France: First contingent of Italian troops
arrive on French Front
28th – Austria: Gavrilo Princip dies aged 23 at
Terezin Fortress. Wracked by skeletaltuberculosis he’d been imprisoned and held in
harsh conditions since his assassination of ArchDuke Franz Ferdinand in July 1914.
29th – Belgium: German attempt to advance from
Kemmel to capture Scherpenberg is held considered by British to mark end of the Battle
of the Lys.
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HALLATON WAR MEMORIAL – AN EARLY DEDICATION
by Denis Kenyon
Operation Michael, the German Army’s big push to gain victory had only just got under way from
the renowned Hindenburg Line on 21st March 1918. The end of the war and victory was still a
long hard fought eight months away. But on 3rd April 1918 a full parade and service was held to
dedicate Hallaton’s war memorial.
This makes it one of the earlier Great War memorials to
the dead. The majority were dedicated in the early 1920s,
with the memorial in Market Harborough Town Square
unveiled on 25th September 1921 and the Cottage
Hospital Memorial Extension and Portico War Memorial
being dedicated on 13th March 1924.
Why was Hallaton’s memorial so early? Mrs Effie
Elizabeth Bewicke, Lord of the Manor of Hallaton, a
widow with no children regarded her nephew Calverley
George Bewicke as the son she never had. He was killed
on the Somme in July 1916 and we surmise she was fed
up with waiting to commemorate him. She sought
permission from the Parish Council and then
commissioned a well-known architect who was also a
relative, Paul Waterhouse F.R.I.B.A., to produce a suitable
design. He mirrored the round plinth of Hallaton’s
historic Buttercross to produce this imposing war
memorial. The main plaque is to Calverley George Bewicke and bears the family crest. At the time
there were only 20 other names. By the end of that bitter conflict a further eleven would be added.
The Dedication was an impressive
and solemn occasion. There were
detachments of the Volunteer
Training Corps from Hallaton,
Market
Harborough,
Melton
Mowbray, Medbourne, East Norton
and other nearby villages. The parade
was under the command of Captain
Saunderson Morrison who was also
the Hallaton doctor.
The proceedings commenced with a
church service of a shortened
version of Evensong and then
processed to The Cross between
lines of troops. The Dedication was
The Dedication of Hallaton War Memorial on 3rd April 1918
carried out by Dr Norman Lang, Suffragan Bishop of Leicester in front of a large crowd of
mourners, villagers and several members of the Bewicke family.
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A fuller version of this article will appear in the forthcoming book being published later this year
by the Hallaton in the Great War Research Group – Hallaton in the Great War – Service and Sacrifice.
The book will be approximately 1,500 pages in three volumes, hard back, and will tell the stories
of all 221 men and women associated with the village who served in that conflict as well as chapters
about the Military Tribunal system, Belgian refugees and the story of this typical east Leicestershire
village before, during and after the war.
Anyone interested in reserving a copy of this limited print run is asked to contact Denis Kenyon
on 01858 555 602 or by email at denis.kenyon36@gmail.com
For the Centenary of the Dedication, the war memorial is being cleaned by a specialist company
and a short Service of Rededication is being held on Sunday 8th April at 10.45 a.m. at the memorial.

A READER REPLIES . . .
by David Taylor
Following receipt of the March 2018 edition of “The Tiger”, reader David Taylor forwarded the
following message, which we wish to share with all readers and the contributors to that particular
issue. David was one of our “original” Branch members before retiring to Essex, whose Branch
he now supports, He continues, however, to receive “The Tiger” and shares its contents with
members of that Branch. David writes:
Once again a bumper issue full of interesting and well researched facts. Excellent work!
Incidentally, apropos of nothing really, at the age of 81 I am old enough to remember the Great
War tank and field gun located on the Coventry Road Recreation Ground, Hinckley. Originally
placed on the “recce” as memorials, they were a fixture there by the 1930’s until, sadly,
removed during the Second World War as scrap metal for the war effort. My maternal
grandparents lived at 102 Coventry Road, Hinckley, the rear of which overlooked the
recreation ground which made a natural place to walk for the whole family on our frequent
visits to the area. My grandfather, Reginald Hunt, had enlisted as a Private in the Leicesters
in 1915 (2nd Battalion) and eventually finished up in Mesopotamia, not returning home until
1920. To my knowledge he never spoke of his wartime experiences, although his medals
(Squeak and Wilfred) are in my possession. His military records went up in the Blitz and
unfortunately were totally destroyed. During the Second World War the “recce” became a
vehicle park for the U.S. 82nd Airborne Division troops stationed in Trinity Hall, Hinckley, an
a wonderful playground for local kids and friendly GI Guards. But that’s another story . . .
Best regards
David Taylor
Essex
As always, feedback from readers is always welcome and we thank David for sharing his thoughts
and memories with us.
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ON THE NOTICEBOARD

OSWALD STOLL FOUNDATION UPDATE
Further to our recent article on the
Oswald Stoll Foundation (Tiger Issue No.
76), we are pleased to note that, whilst
plans for the re-development of Stamford
Bridge Stadium, the ground of Chelsea
F.C, the historic façade and features of the
Oswald Stoll Foundation building (shown
right) are to be retained as part of the
redevelopment.
Every current veteran has been granted a
new home as part of the redevelopment
and will also receive the sum of £7,000. Those who choose to move out completely will receive a
payment of £16,000. Stoll’s chief executive Ed Tytherleigh said: “This proposal would mean a
step change in our ability to respond to the needs of homeless and vulnerable veterans across
the country. We are delighted that our long-term neighbour, Chelsea Football Club, is prepared
to support our work and help ensure thousands more vulnerable and disabled veterans will
receive Stoll’s support to lead fulfilling independent lives when they leave the Armed Forces.”

LOUGHBOROUGH CALLING . . .
This month’s guest speaker, Mel Gould, writes:
Dear Potential Model Maker,
We have produced a Free downloadable paper model of the
Loughborough Carillon Tower (shown right). Please visit
www.carillontower.org.uk/model for further details and, once
constructed, please email photographs of the tower in unusual
places to carillonmuseum@gmail.com and we will publish them
on either our Website or Facebook page.
Best Wishes
Mel Gould
Loughborough Carillon Tower & War Memorial Museum
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THE
WIPERS TIMES
Comes to Leicester
at the
Curve Theatre
from
Monday, 24 September 2018
to
th
Sunday, 29 September 2018

For more information
please visit
www.curveonline.co.uk

th

14

WARTIME FOOD SHORTAGES:
OFFICIAL REACTIONS AND UNOFFICIAL RESPONSES
by Roy-Anthony Birch

Siegfried Sassoon
M.C.

“They say the U-boat blockade will get worse and there will be a bad food shortage in
England in 1917. The sideboard in this Formby golf club doesn’t look like it yet:
enormous cold joints and geese and turkeys and a sucking pig and God knows what,
and old men with their noses in their plates, guzzling for all they are worth”. So
wrote the poet Siegfried Sassoon M.C. in his diary on Christmas Day 1916
while stationed at his - the Royal Welch Fusiliers’, Regimental Depot at
Litherland near Liverpool. Much as I cherish the poetry and indeed
esteem the man, I own that he himself only rarely eschewed the finer
things in life such as those crowding the festive board in the Formby
clubhouse. His point is nevertheless well made, if only implicitly. The
well-connected are almost invariably the last to suffer privations during a
crisis or because of what contemporary newspapers called “the exigencies of
War”. For the remainder, as hostilities intensified, the keeping of the
family’s heads above what must here be called “the breadline” could be a
perpetual struggle.

Sassoon was of course correct in his prognostications. But the purchasing power of the pound in
the pocket or in the housewife’s purse had been steadily eroding, though barely perceptibly,
initially, since the War began. Two increases in bread prices in August 1914 and another in
December had been but an ill-omened prelude. By the turn of the year, the price of a 4½ lb (2 kg)
loaf of “best” bread in Leicester had risen by 25% to 7½ old pence (c. 3p in decimal), with the
prospect of a further halfpenny rise to 8 pence (8d) being very much on the cards. Little wonder
that housewives were becoming ever more anxious over inroads into family budgets. And not
only while monitoring bread prices, according to the press.
For the majority, it was not so much those “little luxuries of life” that caused concern: but rather,
the bare necessities. Escalating prices were only to be expected where imports were threatened,
and in relation to foodstuffs, Britain was a predominantly importing nation. But increases in the
cost of ostensibly home-grown produce were less easily explained and added to the general anxiety,
fuelling feelings of suspicion and resentment towards some suppliers. In Leicester’s wholesale
markets, as elsewhere in early 1915, the prevailing momentum was towards steep increases amidst
a growing realisation that such tendencies were unlikely to be reversed. The wholesale price of
“best” potatoes, for example, was 12½% higher than at immediately pre-War levels: carrots were
up by an astonishing 50% at 3/3d per cwt. – (16p per 112 lbs or 50 kg): onions were 33% more
expensive, while only green vegetables appeared to buck the trend. Eggs were themselves fast
becoming something of a luxury. At 17/6d (c. 87p) per 120 in January 1915, they had already risen
by 16%, and by mid-1917, retailing at four for a shilling – (5p in decimal), 120 would have fetched
exactly twice the pre-War amount. Other dietary staples such as tea, cocoa, milk, and butter, had
shown similarly alarming increases, while staggering rises in the price of sugar - even of the
domestic “English refined”, from 17/6 to 31 shillings per cwt. within the first 6 months of the
War, rendered this a virtual luxury also. Something other than natural market forces was surely at
work in some quarters. Public clamour intensified for something to be done.
Bakers, meanwhile, strove to justify the foreshadowed halfpenny rise to 8 old pence for “best
quality” 4½ lb loaves, insisting that the situation was due entirely to adverse economics. Profit
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margins were already severely squeezed and bread could neither be produced nor sold for less with
wheat prices at current levels. General increases in freight charges and unparalleled hikes in
insurance premiums for international shipping were regularly cited as major factors laying far
beyond their control. True enough, up to a point. Yet many remained unconvinced, not least on
reading press reports stating, rather than simply suggesting, that wheat imports from North
America in December 1914 stood at broadly similar levels to those of December 1913, irrespective
of early shipping losses. For many, arguments pointing to a scarcity of grain were largely
spurious. Speculation grew that “a considerable quantity of grain might be stored somewhere”. In short, in
the parlance of the day, “cornering”, or what we would otherwise call “stockpiling” was distorting
the market, thereby disadvantaging still further those who were already significantly disadvantaged.
Without some form of Government intervention, the public
would most assuredly have to brace itself for hitherto
unimaginable increases in wheat and bread prices etc., with the
risk of many becoming effectively priced out of the
market. Tentative steps towards the inculcation of a sense of
restraint, both within the home and beyond, had been taken via
the establishing of a Ministry of Food in December 1916; its
policy being primarily to seek to persuade rather than to
compel. Such actual orders as were issued – for example, to
discourage waste, and recommended limits for domestic food
consumption, met with some resistance, being seen as the
harbinger of far more rigorous Ministerial measures, which
indeed they were.
For many in the food supply trades, the very idea of the tentacles
of the State extending still further into traditionally free and
A 1917 Poster requesting
unencumbered commercial enterprises was anathema. By
“Don’t Waste Bread!”
February 1917, however, on the resumption of unrestricted
U-boat warfare and with profiteering continuing largely unchecked, voluntary codes and “light
touch” approaches were clearly inadequate. Standardised pricing policies and stricter supply
regimes would have to be implemented. “Frugality” became the nation’s watchword, both
officially and on the streets, and it was The King himself, widely personifying Britain’s struggle for
survival, who gave the lead.
In a Royal Proclamation issued on May 3rd 1917, His Majesty
expressed his determination that nothing should be left undone
towards “defeating the devices of Our enemies and thereby of bringing the war
to a speedy and successful termination”. He urged his subjects “especially to
practice the greatest economy and frugality in the use of every species of grain: And
We do for this purpose more particularly exhort and charge all heads of household
to reduce the consumption of bread in their respective families by at least onefourth of the quantity consumed in ordinary times: to abstain from the use of flour
in pastry and moreover, carefully to restrict or wherever possible to abandon the
use thereof in all other articles than bread: And We do also, in like manner,
exhort and charge all persons who keep horses to abandon the practice of feeding
the same on oats or other grain, unless they shall have received from Our Food
Controller a license to feed horses on oats or other grain in cases where it is
necessary to do so with a view to maintaining the breed in the national interest”.
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King George V

King George V was smart enough not to lay himself open to the charge of preaching one thing
and practicing another. His ordering that most of the flower beds and even parts of the “Buck
House” lawns should be turned into vegetable plots was just one element of regal wartime
economy and perhaps a quite deliberate nod towards the burgeoning Allotment
Movement. Likewise, a reduction in the number of courses and in portion sizes for meals at The
Palace, where the policy of abstinence from alcohol for the duration has since become almost the
stuff of legend.
His Majesty would doubtless have been among many to be reassured while reading of an event
hosted by Mrs Margaret Lloyd George at 10 Downing Street, at which the Prime Minister was also
present. Principal guests at the afternoon tea party on Thursday June 21st 1917, were the 50
wounded soldiers from London’s Millbank Hospital who
formed the Guard of Honour at Olwen Lloyd George’s
wedding on Tuesday 19th. The Lloyd George’s eldest
daughter had married Captain Thomas Carey Evans at the
Welsh Baptist Church, Castle Street, off the capital’s Oxford
Street, with Sir Maurice Levy, of Leicester’s Hart & Levy
(“Clothiers”), among the guests. Our chief interest here,
however, lies in a particular aspect of Mrs Lloyd George’s
Downing Street party on June 21st. We read that “The soldiers
viewed the large number of wedding presents, and each one was given a
portion of the bridal cake, which it was observed complied with the Food
Controller’s Orders inasmuch that the customary icing and sugar
decorations were absent”.
Olwyn & Captain Carey on their
wedding day
Failure to comply could often be costly. But less so in a case reported in The Leicester Daily Post on
June 21st 1917:
DEVONPORTS OR NELSONS?
At The Leicester Borough Police Court yesterday morning, Mary Ann Bennett, wholesale
confectioner, of Bridge Road, was summoned for contravening the Cake & Pastry Order on June 6th,
by having in her possession cakes to the exterior of which an edible substance had been added. It
was stated that Mrs Bennett had been told in May that Nelson cakes could not be made and she
promised to discontinue making them. On June 6th, an inspector visited the shop and saw some
cakes in the shape of Nelsons, but called “Devonports”, which were contrary to the terms of the
Order. The defendant was fined 10 shillings.

A ten shilling (50p) fine was distinctly modest compared to some, and Mrs Bennett was perhaps
just trying to add “that little extra something” to her fruit and pastry delicacies. I must confess to
a quiet admiration for the lady, who I fancy was probably cocking a snook, rather than paying a
compliment, to Sir Hudson Kearley (1856-1934), Britain’s first ever Food Controller, who was
created Viscount Devonport on leaving office after a few short months, in 1917.
TO BE CONTINUED
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We thank once again those readers who
contacted us following the production of
previous issues of The Tiger. Your comments
are valued and welcomed and we are always
open to suggestions as to what you, our
readers, would like to see included/excluded.
All articles reproduced in this newsletter are
accepted in good faith and every effort is
always made to ensure accuracy of the
information given. It should be noted however
that the opinions expressed by the
contributors are not necessarily those of the
Editor, her associates or the Western Front
Association. The Editor reserves the right to
amend, condense or edit any article submitted
although the full version will be available, via
e-mail, upon request.

Anyone wishing to submit material is
more than welcome to contact us by
e-mail at: foft@live.co.uk

Jonathan Capewell Coalville
Greg Drozdz B.E.M. Hinckley
David & Dr. Karen Ette Loughborough

Deadline date to ensure inclusion in
your next edition of The Tiger is:
Friday, 20th April 2018

Derek Simmonds Melton Mowbray
Our Branch Website Address is:
www.leicestershireandrutlandwfa.com

“We very much value your continued support”

EXPLORE, LEARN, SHARE
18

