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“Let your thoughts dwell today
On your country’s greatness
And when you realise her grandeur
Remember it is a heritage
Won for you by dauntless men
Who knew their duty and did it”
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CHAIRMAN’S COLUMN
Welcome again, Ladies and Gentlemen, to the latest edition of The Tiger.
With the date of 11th November 2018 now fast approaching, perhaps this is the pertinent time to
consider whether this landmark occasion actually marks the centenary of “the end” of the Great
War. The answer is, quite emphatically, no! The Armistice of 11th November 1918 was, by
definition, only a truce and I wonder how many of our readers are aware that the Armistice was
renewed on three subsequent occasions (18th December 1918 and 16th January & 17th February
1919 respectively) before the signing of the official peace Treaty with Germany (and Germany
alone), The Treaty of Versailles on 28th June 1919.
The significance paid to the signing of this
one Treaty was, and remains, immense,
with Victory Parades being held in both
Paris and London to celebrate the event.
Whilst there can be no doubt whatsoever
that Germany was the most powerful of
the defeated nations, it must also be
remembered that, over the next twelve
months, separate Peace Treaties were also
signed with three other “enemy nations”;
Austria, Bulgaria and Hungary (in that
order) whilst their remaining ally, the
Ottoman Empire, first agreed terms as late
The signing of the Treaty of Versailles
as August 1921. These were the five treaties – in totality and not in isolation – that re-drew the
maps of Europe and the Middle East and planted the seeds of discontent from which grew the
Second World War, the Cold War and the conflicts that have plagued the Middle Eastern nations
for the very best part of a century.
The 1921 Treaty with the Ottoman Empire was the first to be disregarded, as a growing Nationalist
movement in Turkey itself refused to recognise its terms and ensured fighting continue for another
three years. Another Treaty, the Treaty of Lausanne, was signed in July 1923 but a further twelve
months were to pass before the terms of the Treaty was finally ratified by the governments of the
four “Allied” signatories; Greece, Italy, Japan and Great Britain respectively. So, had the Great
War now officially ended? Not quite! In October 1919, Royal Assent had been given to the
“Termination of the Present War (Definition) Act” of 1918, which allowed the King in counsel to
declare the date the War had officially ended. Under the terms of this Act, a proclamation was
now made, announcing that on 6th August 1924 hostilities between His Majesties Government and
the Ottoman Empire officially ceased. This date, therefore, is the day on which the Great War
finally and officially ended . . .
Whilst writing of anniversaries, the 7th anniversary of the founding of our own Branch fast
approaches and our Annual General Meeting will take place at the beginning of our November
branch meeting. Please therefore accept this as official notice of the convening of the
meeting and forward to me any items for the Agenda by Friday 16th November. The latter
will be forwarded to all Members with the next edition of “The Tiger”.
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.)
29th October 2018
Guest Speaker: Greg Drozdz B.E.M.
Africa & The Great War
Today the story of the conquest of Germany’s colonies
within the African continent are either forgotten or largely
ignored. Yet four separate campaigns were waged, with
varying degrees of success, as Greg will explain in due course.

26th November 2018
BRANCH A.G.M.
&
Guest Speaker: Dr John Sutton
The Unknown Soldier
Our former Chairman presents his revised version of his
story of the Unknown Warrior; a fitting conclusion to the
Armistice Commemorations that have taken place earlier this
month.

WEDNESDAY
19th December 2018
Guest Speaker: Jonathan Smith
Medals & Decorations
of the Great War
The Great War saw the introduction of an ever-growing
number of medals and decorations with which to reward the
gallantry of the British forces. Jonathan Smith, a regular
attendee at our Branch meetings, explains the different
campaign and gallantry awards inauguarated as a result of this
conflict.
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OTHER DATES FOR YOUR DIARY . . .

AT RISK WAR MEMORIALS
can be viewed on:
SATURDAY, 17th NOVEMBER 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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“CIRCUS 250”
by Valerie Jacques
As well as RAF100, 2018 also sees Circus250, the 250th anniversary of circus in the United
Kingdom. Whatever your personal views on circuses are, many showmen volunteered to fight
during the Great War and almost 100 died. This nomadic section of the community found life
very difficult without their bread-winners – the drivers, mechanics and labourers who moved their
shows, built up the equipment and trained their animals. Their contribution and patriotism was
never, however, in question.
One of those young men was Private Andrew Simons (left) who died
on 6th November 1918 aged 19 – just five days before the guns fell
silent. He was the son of John Lichfield Simons and his wife, Ellen,
who toured a Cinematograph Show around North Wales and the
Midland Counties. He enlisted in May 1915 at the age of 18 and
joined the 9th Battalion, Welsh Regiment. On 28th April 1918, whilst
posted near Kemmel, he was left trapped under debris after a shell
exploded in a nearby trench. He was later moved to a Casualty
Clearing Station where he died. He is buried in Awoingt British
Cemetery, France, which is around 3kms south-east of Cambrai.
Another we remember is Private William Culine, (right) believed to be
a trapeze artist, who was killed during the second attack of the
German Spring Offensive at the age of 21. He was the son of Cliff
and Alice Culine, from a show-family based in the North East of
England. William joined the 1st/8th Battalion, Durham Light Infantry,
at the age of 18 and was posted to France in September 1917. On 12th
April 1918, during Operation Georgette, he was part of a platoon
carrying out orders to blow up bridges at Merville. The platoon came
under heavy enemy fire and William and his Company Commander
were shot. He is commemorated on the Ploegsteert Memorial to the
Missing, Panel 8 and 9, Belgium.
The Showman’s Guild of
Great Britain remember their
fallen from both Wars at the
National Arboretum, Alrewas,
in Staffordshire. An attractive
memorial obelisk records the
names of those who made the
supreme sacrifice, whilst
nearby stands a carousel horse,
a symbolic reminder of the
pleasures of fairgrounds and
circuses.
Amongst those remembered
here is Jack Fossett, from
Rutland, whose story will
appear in a future issue of
“The Tiger”
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YOUR BRANCH IN ACTION
Your Branch continues to be active in the local community, promoting our cause wherever
possible. Saturday 29th September saw the Branch represented at the inaugural Leicester History
Fair, organised by Leicester Grammar School at Great Glen. Designated a prime position in the
foyer of their main building, business was reasonably brisk and some good contacts were made.
One in particular may yet prove very fruitful. The Stoneygate School had their own Great War
display adjacent to our tables and were extremely interested in the Branch. Business cards were
exchanged and our joint participation in future events discussed.
Alongside David & Valerie on the Branch table were John & June Taylor, whose own display of
memorabilia was once more much admired. Our thanks must also go to Roy Birch, Angela Hall,
Paul Bardell and Nicola Brown for their help in “manning” our display. We were also delighted to
see Teddy Noyes, stalwart of the WFA, Flanders Tours and the Old Contemptibles Association,
who had travelled from Cambridgeshire to lend her support.

The Stoneygate School display,
complete with Red Cross Nurse!

Valerie with the
Branch Display

In addition to the numerous displays, both inside and outside the School buildings, a
comprehensive programme of talks, including eight on the Great War alone, were offered
throughout the day. Many of our members attended the latter and were very impressed with what
they heard. It was pleasing to learn that the organisers of the day saw their efforts rewarded with
a footfall 20% higher than hoped for, a sure sign that the event may be repeated in future years at
this most impressive of venues.
Any readers of The Tiger who receive the Thurmaston Times may have seen the article on Page
10 reviewing the Branch presence at St Michael and All Angels Church on 8th September. John
Taylor’s display of artefacts is featured prominently amongst the illustrations, with the existence
of the Branch once more receiving welcome publicity.
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CHARLES SYDNEY WILBY
By Anthony Peter Smith, M.B.E.
My grandfather, Charles Sydney Wilby was born in Finedon,
Northamptonshire on July 1st 1896, and his birth was registered
on 15th August 1896. When he applied for a duplicate birth
certificate after the end of World War 1, he put Sydney Charles
Wilby on the application form. All his military records are listed
as Sydney Charles Wilby.
He enlisted into the Army on 14th September 1914, having
attested that he was aged 19 years 2 months, not 18 and that his
trade was engineering. On his enlistment papers it states that he
was 5ft 3 inches tall, of sallow complexion with dark eyes and
hair and was a Wesleyan. He was posted to the 7th
Northamptonshire Regiment on 15th August as a Private and
appointed (unpaid) Lance Corporal on 1st December 1915 and
(paid) Lance Corporal on 24th December 1915. On 18th
Charles Sydney Wilby
th
September 1916, he was promoted to Corporal. On 30 October 1917, he was discharged to a
commission in the Northumberland Fusiliers.
The 7th Northamptonshire Regiment was formed at the behest of Edgar Mobbs an England Rugby
International who was killed in the Great War. Sydney Charles Wilby was first sent to the Western
Front on 31st August 1915 and remained on active service until 11th May 1917, when he returned
to England for Officer Training, going back to France in October 1917. He took part in the Battle
of Loos in September 1915. The regiment then moved up to Ypres in early 1916.
On 29th April 1916, he was wounded in action, probably at Hell Fire Corner at Ypres, Belgium.
His wounds included a shrapnel wound to the face. He was admitted to a field hospital and
transferred to the Military Hospital in Boulogne on 30th April before being moved to Etaples. He
was then transferred to the Canadian Field Hospital in Boulogne, where the doctor was Lieutenant
Colonel John McCrae, who wrote the famous poem ‘In Flanders Field’. Lance Corporal Wilby was
discharged to base on 13th May and returned to duty in the field on 20th May 1916.
The 7th Northants were not present at the start of the Battle of the Somme, but moved there in
early August 1916. They were ordered to take the village of Guillemont, attacking east from
Trones Wood, which had been captured in July. Other attacks to take Guillemont had failed as
did this one. The casualties were as follows: 45 killed, 49 missing and 258 injured. In September
the regiment did another tour at the front, near Delville Wood before moving away from the
Somme to Vimy, where they remained in the trenches for a few weeks and raided German lines.
Lance Corporal Wilby was promoted to Corporal on 18th September 1916. In October 1916 the
regiment moved back to Loos where they stayed until March 1917, when again they moved back
to Vimy, taking part in the Battle of Vimy Ridge in April 1917.
On 11th May 1917, he was sent to England for appointment to a Cadet Unit and returned to the
Front as a 2nd Lieutenant with the 16th Battalion, Northumberland Fusiliers. During his time with
the Northumberland Fusiliers, he took part in the 3rd Battle of Ypres, (Passchendaele) and the
defence of Operation Michael, the German offensive to push the British back from St Quentin to
Amiens in late March 1918. He was wounded again on 31st March 1918 in the jaw.
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The casualties on the British side were high, and the
battalion was sent to Givenchy, near the river Lys,
to rebuild. However, they were hit by Operation
Mars, a second German offensive in early April
1918. Again there were large numbers of casualties.
After this, the battalion was sent to Chemin des
Dames on the Aisne, and fought there on 27th May
1918. By now, the battalion was so severely
depleted that it was broken up and the remainder
transferred to the Lincolns.

2nd Lt C. S. Wilby

He joined the Lincolnshire regiment on the 19th
June 1918 having been promoted in the field to
Lieutenant and was posted to D Company on 25th
June. During the latter part of 1918, he took part in
the Battle of Amiens and the final advance on

Albert on the Somme in August 1918; Epehy in
September 1918 and Cambrai in October 1918.
He was awarded the following medals: The
Victory Medal; The British Medal and the 1915
Star.
On returning to England he was transferred again
to the Northumberland Fusiliers and relinquished
his commission on 21st December 1920, but
retained the rank of 2nd Lieutenant. He was finally
notified that as he had reached the ‘age limit of
liability’ on 20th November 1945, he could finally
relinquish his commission.
In the 1930s he established Wilby Heels in
Cavendish Road, Aylestone, Leicester and was in
a reserved occupation throughout the Second
World War when he continued to manufacture
leather heels. He and his family lived in
Gainsborough Road, Clarendon Park until 1952
when he and his wife moved to Northcote Road,
Knighton where he lived until he died in 1966.
Charles Sydney Wilby
This article was originally sent to the Sunday Times following their article on the 'There but
not There' initiative. Mr Smith was pleased to receive a perspex “Tommy” with the name of
his grandfather clearly inscribed.
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CENTENARY CALENDAR COMPILED BY THE EDITOR

NOVEMBER 1918
1st – France: Third and final stage of US-led MeuseArgonne offensive opens; Adriatic: Flagship of
Austro-Hungarian Fleet, the dreadnought
battleship Viribus Unitis, sunk during Italian
attack; Mesopotamia: British cavalry units, part of
General A S Cobbe’s force advancing north from
Baghdad, arrive outside Mosul, centre of region’s
oilfields
2nd – Lithuania: German sponsored appointment of
Prince Wilhelm of Urach, as monarch, repealed and
establishment of an independent Republic
announced
3rd - Baltic Coast: German High Seas Fleet mutinies
at Kiel which triggers revolution and, ultimately,
end of German Empire and establishment of the
Weimar Republic; Austria-Hungary: Following
catastrophic defeat at Vittorio-Veneto, authorities
seek armistice on same day as enemy naval
expedition captures port of Trieste; Italy: Armistice
signed in the Villa Giusti, outside Padua, which will
take effect 24 hours later, ending the War on the
Italian Front
7th – France: Discussions begin in a rail carriage at
Compiègne, northeast of Paris, after a reluctant
Catholic civilian, Matthias Erzberger, is sent, by
Germany, to negotiate terms for an armistice with
Marshal Ferdinand Foch
8th – Belgium: In the face of crumbling German
resistance, Allied forces complete the crossing of
the River Scheldt and are close to occupying Ghent
and Mons
9th – Germany: The Kaiser abdicates and escapes to
Holland - German Republic proclaimed; Strait of
Gibraltar: HMS Britannia torpedoed by UB-50 off
Cape Trafalgar. She manages to stay afloat for 2½
hours - 50 souls lost, 80 injured, 712 saved.
10th - North Sea: Minesweeper HMS Ascot becomes
last Royal Naval vessel to be sunk by direct enemy
action during the War when she is torpedoed by
UB-67 off the Farne Islands – her crew of 50 all
lost
11th – Britain: Between them, the RFC and RNAS
had entered the War with 276 officers and 1797

other ranks but, by this date, the RAF had amassed
a personnel strength of 27,333 officers and 263,837
other ranks making it the largest air force in the
world; Belgium: At 10:58 a.m., Private George
Lawrence Price, 28th (Northwest) Battalion, 6th
Canadian Infantry Brigade, will become recognised
as the last British Empire casualty to fall when he is
fatally shot by a German sniper; France: The
Armistice on the Western Front, negotiated over
four days at Compiègne, comes into force at 11 a.m.
– it had been finalised just six hours earlier; AustriaHungary: Emperor Karl renounces his position as
Head of State prompting creation of separate
Republics of Austria and Hungary and, as others
clamour for autonomy, the end of the AustroHungarian Empire; Poland: German troops
expelled from former Russian Province and
Commander-in-Chief of Polish forces, Jozef
Pilsudski, becomes leader of independent Poland;
Turkey: Recently appointed government of Ahmed
Isset Pasha fails
13th – Germany: Bavaria’s regent, Prince Otto,
abdicates followed by King Friedrich August III of
Saxony and King Wilhelm II of Württemberg
14th – Czechoslovakia: Independent Republic
proclaimed
17th - Belgium & France: German troops begin to
leave; Russia: Turkish troops forced to abandon oilproducing centre of Baku on Caspian Sea following
arrival of British naval force
19th – Britain: King George V addresses both
Houses of Parliament from The Royal Gallery in the
Palace of Westminster, an event unique in
Parliamentary history
21st - North Sea: British Admiral Sir David Beatty
accepts surrender of German High Seas Fleet who
later sail to anchorages at Scapa Flow with U-boats
interned at Harwich
25th - Northern Rhodesia: German General Paul
von Lettow-Vorbeck (nicknamed The Lion of
Africa) surrenders his undefeated army at Abercorn
having been belatedly informed of the Armistice in
Europe 11 days earlier
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THE MUSICIAN, THE ACTRESS AND A PADRE
by Lynn Roffee
(Part I)
Recently I was at the Commonwealth War Grave Cemetery
(CWGC) at Etaples and noticed a civilian grave for a George
William Riley. According to CWGC records George was a
native of Leeds, and a musician with The Lena Ashwell
Concert Party. He had been in charge of a concert party when
he died of peritonitis at Camiers, France on 11th March 1919
at the age of 52. He had visited France on three separate
occasions with Lena Ashwell’s Concert Party. The 1911
Census shows that George was married, had a son, and his
occupation was shown as a vocalist and teacher of singing.
Nothing more appears to be known about him and I
therefore decided to research Lena Ashwell.
So who was Lena Ashwell? Born as Lena Margaret Peacock,
on a ship named Wellesley in 1862 which was anchored on
the River Tyne, she was to grow up in Canada. She took up
acting and styled herself as Lena Ashwell after studying
music in Lausanne and at the Royal Academy of Music in
Grave of George Riley,
London. In 1907 she established her own theatre company
Etaples Cemetery
known as Kingsway Theatre, London. By 1908, Ashwell had joined forces with a number of other
women performers, including Lily Langtry, to establish the Actress’s Franchise League (AFL); the
aim was to work for women’s enfranchisement, using educational methods, selling suffrage
literature and staging propaganda plays.
On the outbreak of WW1 Lena launched the Women’s
Theatre Camps Entertainment, she was also one of the
founders of the Women’s Emergency Corps (an organisation
which helped organise women to become doctors, nurses
and motorcycle messengers) and became the honorary
treasurer of the British Women’s Hospitals. She then formed
the Lena Ashwell Concert Party. Ashwell was concerned that
the men at the Front should not be deprived of culture and
worked hard to raise funds to provide concert party
entertainment for the troops. The first cheque she received
was from someone she knew well but who she dare not
name, and to this day remains unknown.
However, the War Office didn’t share Ashwell’s views on
entertaining the troops. The Generals views were that men
made their own entertainment be it playing cards, dominos,
Lena Ashwell
playing sports or writing letters home. During 1914 Ashwell had tried to get entertainment for the
troops put on a national basis but little interest was shown by the War Office. Ashwell was
concerned about the risqué type of entertainment that the troops put on themselves; soldiers
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dressed in drag and the humorously indecent satire. How ironic that years later entertainers were
called to defuse a serious riot at a camp due to reduced rations being served to men who were no
longer fighting at the front.
Various bodies and organisation, including the Y.M.C.A. at that time were suspicious of the theatre
community and held strong puritan views. Ashwell got together various people including Generals
and Chaplains to guarantee the respectability of the proposal but the War Office refused. Though
disheartened, Lena threw more energy into the Women Emergency Corps.
Unexpectedly, Ashwell received a request from Her Highness
Princess Helena Victoria, who was the Chairman of the
Women’s Auxiliary Committee of the Y.M.C.A. (formed in
December 1914), to send a concert party to Le Havre. At this
time the troops had been through a difficult period fighting and
men had suffered considerably. These men were at a base for
rest and further training and the provision of a concert party
was considered to be an experiment. The Y.M.C.A. had strong
reservations as to the suitability of the entertainers, who had to
be personally known to Lena who also had to guarantee their
suitability to Her Highness Princess Helena Victoria who was
ultimately to be responsible for the entertainers and their
conduct.
When working alongside the Y.M.C.A. all entertainment was
given free of charge to the Army. There was a serious point to
Princess Helena Victoria
this in that every note of music, spoken word or play that was given was sending a vitally important
message; that those at home were thinking of the men, willing them on and sending enjoyment
and happiness in difficult conditions. In total some £100,000 was raised to provide entertainment
for the troops. Sir Oswald Stoll, theatre owner and philanthropist, gave Ashwell a lot of support
– he allowed the proceeds of the Coliseum Theatre over and above the daily expenses, on more
than one occasion, to go towards the entertainment fund.
Each concert party was generally made up of a baritone, contralto, tenor, soprano or bass, an
entertainer and accompanist. This could be for four weeks at a base, or six weeks if touring as it
was very tiring and the conditions were challenging. Only male entertainers were allowed in firing
line trenches. All of the entertainers worked under difficult conditions but they didn’t complain.
The cold, the rain and the mud, poor lighting, the smoke filled venues, the lack of props, the night
sky used as a stage backdrop, the uncomfortable vehicle’s that were used to take them to the troops;
but it didn’t stop them doing what did best - Entertain. They were proud to be doing their bit for
King and Country.
The first entertainer to go over to France was Theodore Flint and he went ahead in January 1915
to make the arrangements for the first Concert Party. The first party went over on 15th February
1915 for two weeks and gave 39 concerts in 15 days. Ashwell was unable to go with this party so
it was led by Flint, though she did go over about a month later. She was finding and sending
professional entertainers to the front as well as raising the funds to pay their expenses, whilst
keeping the Kingsway Theatre open and paying for it when it was closed as she had leased the
building. During the four years over 600 entertainers, (of which comprised approximately 350
women) went abroad to entertain the troops under the auspices of the Lena Ashwell Concert
Party.
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Often the troops had waited hours in extremely cold or hot conditions, either sitting or standing
in huge numbers, often some unable to stand inside the venue due to the large numbers of men.
The men smoked incessantly with smoke hanging over their heads like fog. Its perhaps no surprise
that there were long queues to get into the concerts and on one such occasion Ashwell recalls a
Colonel addressing the men saying “the chaps outside are going up the trenches tonight” and
he asked if those in the hut, who were not immediately for the line, would make room for the ones
that were. Everyone in the hut stood up and filed out of the building so that those outside could
come in.
As history has shown, the troops were exposed to unthinkable experiences, death and carnage on
an unheard of scale. Many witnessing this might have been wounded themselves, and of course
the distressing mental affects, which was not really understood at the time. A concert party with
music, that brought fond memories from Blighty, and respite from the firing lines, was food for
the soul and mind. For an hour or two men could enjoy quality music and recitals. Initially the
troops sang folksongs and nursery rhymes much to the surprise of some entertainers. It soon

A concert behind the lines at the Front with
soldiers in drag, pictured by Fortunino in
“The Sphere” in November 1915

Lena Ashwell pictured in “The Sketch” in
March 1915

became clear that the men wanted more and they were given a whole range of quality
entertainment. Often, it was said that the audience was so quiet you could hear a pin drop; the
men listening intently, taken back to thoughts of home and Blighty.
Large numbers of troops were presented with a wide range of “good” music such as Aria from
Tosca, by Puccini and Adagio from Concerto in G minor from Mendelssohn. Theatre
productions such as Macbeth, The Twelve Pound Look, and The School for Scandal were enjoyed
by the men.
TO BE CONTINUED

12

SEEN AROUND THE COUNTY
We are once more indebted to Graham Flatt for sending us the following photographs of the
most splendid floral commemorations of the Great War he found in Market Bosworth.

Graham also comments: “It isn't evident from the
photographs the begonias are in the shape of a poppy.
I was particularly impressed by the centrepiece which
instead of being plain black plastic, contained model
soldiers”
Market Bosworth are no strangers to award-winning
floral displays and we congratulate them on their efforts
this year to commemorate their “glorious dead”.

Readers, do please note that pictoral contributions to “The Tiger”
are always welcome for publication
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ON THE NOTICEBOARD

HINCKLEY CALLING!
The recently published and launched book in the "Not Forgotten" series is a not just a list of First
World War casualties from four West Leicestershire villages. It is an insight into village life at the
turn of the 19th Century in a part of the county, often overlooked, which should be better known.
This is a high end production both in terms of research, presentation and contribution to our
understanding of the impact at grass roots level of the war. It is lavishly illustrated - all in colour.
At £6 a copy it's a snip and
should indeed be snapped
up. Details of postage and
packing are available from
the distributor:
colinlester42@gmail.com.
Copies are available in
Hinckley
and District
Museum during opening
hours and our October
speaker, Greg Drozdz,
will also have copies
available at the next
Branch meeting on 29th
14

THE BRANCH WILL BE IN ATTENDANCE

GREAT WAR EXHIBITION
(INCLUDING A 100 YEAR OLD POPPY!)
UNITED REFORMED CHURCH
LONG STREET
WIGSTON
LE18 2AJ
SATURDAY 10TH NOVEMBER
10.00 – 5.00
SUNDAY 11TH NOVEMBER
12.00 – 5.00

THE BRANCH WILL BE REPRESENTED
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HOW SHOULD I COMMEMORATE NOVEMBER 1918?
by Roy-Anthony Birch
Can it really be more than four years since I grappled with the problem of how to commemorate
August 1914 for my “TIGER” article marking the Centenary of the outbreak of the so-called
“Great War”? For all that time passes or seems to pass on different levels simultaneously, the
calendar doesn’t lie. And for all that those historic four and a quarter years are known to have
dragged so despairingly for so many, 100 years ago, for me at least, their latter-day equivalents
seem to have vanished almost in a trice.
Back in August 2014 I featured two people specifically related to Leicester; at one end of the age
range, Private Reginald Thomas Gale of 11th (Pioneer) Bn. Leicestershire Regiment (service no.
235209), who perished in the Ypres Salient on 24th October 1917 aged 17: the youngest fatality
from our “Tigers” Regiment I had yet found. My other subject was the admirable Thomas Henry
Crumbie (1868-1928); “Recruiter-in-chief” as I described him, of young Mr Gale’s “Pioneers”
Battalion and of The 176th Howitzer Brigade R.F.A. and the 147th and 157th Leicestershire Heavy
Batteries R.G.A.
Now, in perhaps appropriately contemplative mode, away from
the fighting, I offer reflections on the War by one who spent much
of almost 50 years after its end trying to disavow the label of
“Soldier Poet” and to ward off those who sought to confine him
and his art to those rapidly receding years. For Siegfried Sassoon’s
creative life, as with many an artist, was a progression – spiritual,
as well as artistic, in his case especially, which he indeed described
as a Poet’s Pilgrimage, with ready connotations of exploration and
development which should not be ignored. His post-War work
and life-long seeking after truth, culminating in his being received
into the Church of Rome in 1957 - his 71st year, present an
absorbing field of investigation. My purpose here, however, is to
offer poems that evoke the transition from War to the unexplored
regions of an uneasy peace, with the first, from March 1919,
Siegfried Sassoon
Sounding a warning to the “reprieved”, who know full well the realities of War and yet might
seek to erase them from memory; so, dishonouring the Fallen and risking a rekindling of the
embers of conflict.
AFTERMATH
Have you forgotten yet? . . . .
For the world’s events have rumbled on since those gagged days
Like traffic checked while at the crossing of city-ways:
And the haunted gap in your mind has filled with thoughts that flow
Like clouds in the lit heaven of life; and you’re a man reprieved to go.
Taking your peaceful share of Time, with joy to spare,
But the past is just the same - and War’s a bloody game . . .
Have you forgotten yet? . . . .
Look down, and swear by the slain of the War that you’ll never forget.
Do you remember the dark months you held the sector at Mametz The night you watched and wired and dug and piled sandbags on parapets?
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Do you remember the rats; and the stench
Of corpses rotting in front of the front-line trench And dawn coming dirty-white, and chill with hopeless rain?
Do you ever stop and ask “Is it all going to happen again?”
Do you remember that hour of din before the attack And the anger; the blind compassion that seized and shook you then
As you peered at the doomed and haggard faces of your men?
Do you remember the stretcher-cases lurching back
With dying eyes and lolling heads - those ashen-grey
Masks of the lads who once were keen and kind and gay?
Have you forgotten yet? . . . .
Look up, and swear by the green of the spring that you’ll never forget.

Sassoon’s reference to Mametz (in the second stanza) was not arrived at arbitrarily or purely for
effect, as if any familiar place-name on the Western Front might serve his poetic purpose. For he
had first-hand experience of the sector during the cataclysm of 1916. And neither would he have
had the slightest difficulty recalling “the stench of corpses rotting in front of the front-line
trench” or other affronts to his senses, either in 1919 or well beyond. Such things were captured
with characteristic detail in his diary entry for July 4th 1916, with time taken, as it were to freeze
the image; more than to simply see, as 1st Bn. Royal Welsh/Welch Fusiliers prepared to attack
Mametz Wood at 4.30 a.m. on the 4th. Sassoon wrote of the Battalion passing through Mametz
and “up a long communication trench with three very mangled corpses lying in it: a man, short,
plump, with turned up moustaches, lying face downwards and half sideways with one arm flung
up as if defending his head, and a bullet through his forehead: a doll-like figure. Another,
hunched and mangled, twisted and scorched, with many day’s dark growth on his face; teeth
clenched and grinning lips. . . . These dead are terrible and undignified carcases; stiff and
contorted. There were 30 of our own laid in two ranks by the Mametz-Carnoy road, some sideby-side on their backs with bloody clotted fingers; mingled, as if they were hand shaking in the
companionship of death. And the stench undefinable, and rags and shreds of blood-stained
cloth; bloody boots, riddled and torn”.
Other accounts of the operation, within sight of Bazentin Ridge, are
more graphic still. Of the fighting on July 7th, Captain Llewelyn Wyn
Griffith, also of the Royal Welsh (Welch), wrote: “There were more
corpses than men, but there were worse sights than corpses. Limbs
and mutilated trunks; here and there a detached head, forming
splashes of red against the green leaves, and, as in advertisement
of the horror of our way of life and death, and of our crucifixion of
youth, one tree held in its branches a leg, with its torn flesh hanging
down over a spray of leaves”. This, a passage worthy of Sassoon
himself, and immediately redolent of much of his wartime output with
its reference to “our crucifixion of youth”. For although religious
imagery is not always to the fore, and totally absent from routinely
Captain Llewellyn
anthologised poems such as The General and Memorial Tablet, it is
Wyn Griffiths
often implied and not infrequently quite explicit, especially in some
of the unpublished wartime pieces. Of these, Christ and The Soldier is a prime example; written
at Somerville College Oxford in 1916 but published only posthumously. (In 1962, Sassoon wrote
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to a colleague that this poem “proved, anyhow, that I wasn’t pagan-minded in 1916”. I digress,
for a moment, from the poems of 1919 to illustrate the “implicit” form. Here, from 1915, we find
rather more than a sad farewell to a departed brother, but verses at least quasi or covertly religious
in the idea of a noble sacrifice and the hope of redemption in the hereafter.
TO MY BROTHER (1915)
Give me your hand, my brother, search my face;
Look in these eyes lest I should think of shame;
For we have made an end of all things base.
We are returning by the road we came.

Your lot is with the ghosts of soldiers dead,
And I am in the field where men must fight.
But in the gloom I see your laurell’d head
And through your victory I shall win the light.

Laurelled heads, after all, are not so far from crowns of thorns, and
the concept of passing from darkness into light is woven into the
fabric of many a religious creed. (1915, by the way, was the year in
which Siegfried’s younger brother, Hamo, was buried at sea, having
been mortally wounded at Gallipoli. But the poem can just as easily
be seen as addressing his soldier-brothers in a broader sense).
Pagan-minded Sassoon may not have been in 1916, and no more
could the term have been accurately applied at any time. But neither
was he at one with the accepted orthodoxies of his religious
inheritance: either Anglican or Judaic. Hence, his lifelong quest for
Hamo Sassoon
meaningful and fulfilling spiritual sanctuary. Again, reflecting on
the ambivalence of some of his wartime output he wrote: “My only religion was my vocation as
a poet and my resolve to do my duty bravely. I don’t think I quite knew what I was trying to
say, but I suppose that behind it was the persistent anti-parson mentality. And it was difficult
to swallow their patriotic piety, which seemed unreal to many of us front-liners”. Certainly it
was important to him that he should do his duty bravely and be seen so to do, since poets were
not always held in the highest esteem by their supposed comrades.
Again, in retrospect, Sassoon wondered how he could have written so much religiously inspired
material and yet “go through the whole War without saying a prayer”. Even so, his diary for
March 4th 1917 reads: “My spirit longs for prayer, and lost to God, I seek him everywhere”; a
paradox, testifying both to his preoccupation with and confusion over the issue. More
straightforwardly, and perhaps unwittingly touching on an inward truth, a wartime colleague saw
Sassoon as “walking hand-in-hand with nature”, as if this might come closer to Godliness which,
for Sassoon, it did. Being raised on the family estate at Weirleigh in Kent and held back from
school until age 13, he was steeped in all things rural, with a passion for outdoor pursuits such as
hunting and hacking, cricket and golf, remaining with him for life. Likewise, his wartime diaries
abound with observations on the flora and fauna and ornithology on both sides of The Channel
and in Palestine. God may not have been in the War, but he was certainly in nature. Trees such
as aspen, poplar, pine, and beech especially, were his orisons.
From the diary, March 6th 1917: “There’s a line of beeches by the path to the camp; they are
silent; they’ve no night music like the pines. They are waiting to sing their April lyric of young
leaves; waiting to dress themselves in their glory of green and luminous yellow. Trees are
friendly things, and I am very lucky to be able to find happiness so quickly. A few hundred
yards and I am alone with the trees and the rain, so all is well. It is my evening prayer”.
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Another leitmotif is affection for “the men” - rarely extended to the officer class and then usually
only to favourite junior subalterns: men of his own battalion, from Welsh farms and Midland cities;
factories, shops, and mines. One particularly strong and abiding image (the diary December 3rd
1915) is of an infantry brigade - “Kitchener’s Army; 7th Sussex, 18th Middlesex and 8th Royal
Fusiliers; men marching by, four after four; hideous brutal faces; sullen, wretched. Some wore
their steel basin helmets giving them a Chinese look. Strange to see, among those hundreds of
faces I scanned, suddenly, a vivid red-haired youth with green eyes looking far away, sidelong;
one clean face among all the others brutalized. But their hearts are gold, I doubt not”.
These then, together with a mention of his belovéd music, are some of the strands in my final
choice: a poem, for me, as fresh and as haunting as it must have been when first published almost
100 years ago.
FALLING ASLEEP
Voices moving about in the quiet house:
Thud of feet and a muffled shutting of doors:
Everyone yawning. Only the clocks are alert.
Out in the night there’s autumn-smelling gloom
Crowded with whispering trees; across the park
A hollow cry of hounds like lonely bells:
And I know that the clouds are moving across
the moon;
The low, red, rising moon. Now herons call
And wrangle by their pool; and hooting owls
Sail from the wood above pale stooks of oats.

Waiting for sleep, I drift from thoughts like these;
And where today was dream-like, build my
dreams.
Music . . . there was a bright white room below,
And someone singing a song about a soldier,
One hour, two hours ago: and soon the song
Will be last night: but now the beauty swings
Across my brain, ghost of remembered chords
Which still can make such radiance in my dream
That I can watch the marching of my soldiers
And count their faces; faces; sunlit faces.

Falling asleep . . . the herons, and the hounds . . .
September in the darkness; and the world
I’ve known; all fading past me into peace.

Siegfried Sassoon in later life

It was on September 1st 1967, that Siegfried Loraine
Sassoon C.B.E. M.C., sometime of the Sussex Yeomanry
(Lewis Troop) and of 1st, 2nd, and 25th Battalions Royal
Welsh Fusiliers, fell asleep at his home, Heytesbury House
near Sutton Veny in Wiltshire, exactly a week before his 81st
birthday. One imagines him, floating in and out of
consciousness towards the end, unable to see, perhaps, yet
surely able to hear the familiar calls of wood pigeon and
pheasant, possibly, and the hooting owl; constants in a life
now reconciled to his God, and with the faces of friends
and the sometimes sun-lit faces of fallen comrades
welcoming him to rest.
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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.
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