
THE TIGER 
 

 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 
 

 

The President, Trustees and Members of The Western Front Association 

express their sincere condolences to the Royal Family on the passing of 

Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. 
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CHAIRMAN’S COLUMN 
 

Welcome again, Ladies and Gentlemen, to The Tiger. 
 
The recent passing of Her Majesty the Queen has dominated the news and our lives for the past 
few weeks, causing many local and national events to be either postponed or cancelled, including 
two in which the Branch was to be present. One event that will proceed, however, is the WFA 
Branch Chairman’s Conference in London, now a one-day event on Saturday 24th September, 
which Valerie & I will be attending.  
 
It is always useful to meet and exchange ideas with fellow Chairs but, apparently, the activities of 
our own Branch are now being noticed and I have been asked to deliver two short presentations 
at the event, one on our links with St George’s Memorial Church, Ypres, and another on our 
participation at the Leicester Racial Diversity event held at De Montfort University earlier in the 
year. I also expect there will be a series of directives from the National Executive Committee to 
impart, and share, with the Members. Rest assured a summary of events will be provided at our 
October Meeting! 
 
Unanticipated events have also seen a change to our Speaker in November and I am grateful to 
Mark Gamble for stepping into the breach following Jim Beach’s unavailability due to work 
commitments.   
 

As always, I look forward to seeing as many of you as possible at our forthcoming Meeting. 
 

D.S.H. 
 

OUR NEXT MEETING 

 

Venue: The Concert Room, The Elms Social & Services Club,  
Bushloe End, Wigston Magna LE18 2BA – 7 p.m. for a 7:30 start 

 

ALL WELCOME - THERE IS NO NECESSITY FOR ANYONE TO BE,  
OR BECOME, A MEMBER OF THE WFA OR THE ELMS CLUB 

 

 

26th September 2022 
 

Guest Speaker: Dr Irfan Malik 
 

“The First World War contribution  

of Dulmial village” 
 

Dr Malik was born in Nottingham and has been working as a 
GP in the city for over 20 years. His illustrated talk tells the 
unique story of the 460 soldiers, including his own great 
grandfathers, from Dulmial Village (in present day Pakistan)  

who fought in the Great War and their subsequent reward of a 200-year-old Scottish cannon. 
He will also explore the wider role of the Muslim soldiers in the First World War, a topic he 
has been researching since 2014 and which has been featured on BBC News, Sky News, 
Channel 5 News and in The Daily Telegraph. 
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DATES FOR YOUR GREAT WAR DIARY 

OCTOBER 

 
 

1st   1916 Western Front Battle of the Transloy Ridges begins (Somme) 
1st  1918 Middle East Arab forces under T E Lawrence capture Damascus 

4th   1917 Western Front Battle of Broodseinde begins (Ypres Salient) 

5th    1918 Middle East French naval forces occupy Beirut 
6th   1915 Eastern Front German & Austro-Hungary armies invade Serbia  

8h  1916 North Atlantic U-53 sinks several vessels off US coast escalating War at Sea 
9th  1915 Eastern Front Belgrade occupied by Austro-Hungarian troops 

9th  1917 Western Front Battle of Poelcapelle (Ypres Salient) 
12th  1915 Western Front Edith Cavell executed by firing squad at Schaerbeek, Brussels 

13th  1917 Western Front First Battle of Passchendaele (Ypres Salient) 

13th   1914 Western Front First Canadian troops land at Plymouth 

14th  1915 Eastern Front Bulgaria and Serbia declare War on one another 

15th  1915 Eastern Front Britain declares War on Bulgaria 
15th  1917 Western Front Mata Hari executed by firing squad at Vincennes, near Paris 
16th   1914 Australasia NZEF sails from Wellington bound for Egypt  

16th  1915 Eastern Front France declares War on Bulgaria  

17h  1914 Australasia AIF sets sail for training in Egypt 

17th   1918 Western Front Battle of the Selle commences 
19th  1915 Eastern Front Italy and Russia declare War on Bulgaria 

23rd    1914 Middle East Indian Expeditionary Force “D” lands in Mesopotamia 
24th   1916 Western Front French counter-attack at Verdun  

26th  1917 Western Front Second Battle of Passchendaele 

26th  1917 South America Brazil declares War on Germany  

28th    1916 Western Front German air ace Oswald Boelcke killed in mid-air collision 
30th     1918 Eastern Front Turkey agrees an Armistice with Allies  

 
 

 

Remembering  
Sergeant Frederick Leslie A. Coulson 

2nd Battalion (attached 12th Battalion), London Regiment 
(19th July 1889 – 8th October 1916) 

 

The son of a Fleet Street journalist, Leslie Coulson enlisted in September 
1914 and was sent to France two years later. Mortally injured on 7th 
October 1916 during the Battle of the Somme, he died at a Casualty 
Clearing Station the following day, having thanked his stretcher bearers 
and sent a farewell message to his family.   
 

Where War has left its wake of whitened bone 

Soft Stems of summer grass shall wave again 

And all the blood that war have ever strewn 

Is but a passing stain 
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NOT JUST A CHILD’S CHAIR   
REMEMBERING “UNCLE THOMAS”    

by David Humberston 
 

A revisit to Brookwood Cemetery in Surrey on the first weekend of September provided us with 
the opportunity to participate in the monthly ceremony of remembrance conducted by the 
Brookwood Last Post Association. Amongst those present were members of the Lasseter family, 
who attended to remember their fallen ancestor, Thomas Barnes Holdway. 
 
Thomas was born in 1884 and lived in Chapmanslade, Wiltshire, where he worked as a wood 
carver and cabinet maker. In 1911 Thomas emigrated to Australia, enlisting in September 1915 in 
the 9th Battalion of the Australian Infantry Force. In May 1916 the Battalion arrived in France and 
by August were in Picardy preparing to participate in the Battle of the Somme. On 13th August, 
Thomas was transferred to the 49th Battalion and the following day took part in an assault against 
Mouquet Farm, a position that eluded capture despite numerous attempts until the middle of 
September.       

 

General Gough would later pay tribute to the Australian forces involved, stating they displayed “a 

fine spirit not only in attack, but in the steady courage which is required to stand up to constant 

shelling day and night and to repel frequent counter attacks”. One of the German counter 
attacks took place on 3rd September, the day that Thomas Holdway was killed in action. Today he 
rests in Serre Road No 2 Cemetery.   
 
Within his family, his memory is kept alive through a small wooden chair originally carved for his 
niece Dorothy, which has been used by four successive generations of the family over the last 122 
years. The chair came with the family to Brookwood, with Thomas’ great great great niece, 
Hannah, occupying the “seat of honour” in the photographs below, surrounded by her family.  
 

  
Thomas Holdway’s wooden chair . . . occupied by Hannah, with her family 
 
Earlier that afternoon, a separate Service of Remembrance was held at one of two Memorials to 
the Missing within Brookwood Military Cemetery. In May 2017 the names of 23 Jewish  
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Commandos lost at sea in May 1941 were added to the 1939-1945 Memorial to the Missing. In the 
early summer of 1941 the British military authorities agreed to operations against Vichy 
France forces in Lebanon and Syria. The first planned action was a sabotage mission against oil 
installations at Tripoli, Lebanon. It was feared that the refinery would provide the Germans with 
aircraft fuel, and help thwart the planned invasion of Lebanon and Syria. The refinery was in an 
area well fortified by a unit of Senegalese troops from hostile French army. 
 

 
Remembering the lost Jewish Commandos 

 
A plan emerged for a motor launch, carrying 23 Palmach commandos and a Major Palmer acting 
as an observer, to embark from Haifa in Israel. The Palmach, or "Strike Companies", was the elite 
fighting force of the Haganah, the underground army of the Yishuv (Jewish community) during 
the period of the British Mandate for Palestine. Upon arrival, three of the Palmach would remain 
aboard while the rest sabotaged the Tripoli refineries. On the night of 18th May 1941, the 

commandos departed on police launch Sea Lion and were never seen again. It has never been 
determined exactly what became of them.  
 
Following our visit to Brookwood last September, links between the Brookwood Last Post 
Association and ourselves have flourished, thanks to the efforts of my relative Mike Courtness, of 

Camberley. Mike has also begun to forward “The Tiger” to Antony McCallum, the official 
photographer for the Last Post Ceremonies. As feedback is always welcome, I reproduce 
Anthony’s comments below: 
 

Thanks for The Tiger issue. Fascinating. The September diary dates and events are instructive 

as well as the narrative. I very much look forward to seeing the next edition.  

 

Best wishes 

Antony 
  
 
Another useful contact and another satisfied reader! 
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THE CONVICTED MURDERER  
WHO WON THE MILITARY MEDAL     

by Lynn Roffee 
 

 
Nattie & Robert 

Coombes  

Robert Allen Coombes was born in Bethnal Green on 6th January 
1882. His early life changed, at the age of 13, when he stabbed his 
mother to death. Robert was the first son of Robert Coombes 
(senior) and his wife Emily Harrison (nee Allen). His brother, 
Nathaniel George (known as Nattie as a child and then later as 
George when he enlisted in the Navy), was born the following year. 
Robert senior worked as a steward on the Atlantic Steamer 

“France” and was often away for long periods of time. In his 
father’s absence, Robert is known to have slept in the same bed as 
his mother, at her request, whilst his father was away. 
 
In June 1895, young Robert began working as a plater’s boy at the  

Thames Iron Ship Building Company but only stayed until the 24th of the month leaving without 
good reason. His father had left the family home on Friday, 5th June 1895 to sail to New York. 
 
On Sunday, 7th July 1895, Robert had witnessed his mother beating Nattie for stealing fruit. In the 
early hours of the following morning Robert stabbed his mother twice as she lay in bed asleep at 
their home at 35 Cave Street, Plaistow. Both wounds were to the chest, one being in her heart.  
Robert had bought the knife several days before and had kept it hidden. Several hours later, Robert 
and Nattie would travel to Lords Cricket Ground to watch the famous W. G. Grace. The boys 
spent the day watching cricket, paid for out of the housekeeping money which their father had left 
for the family whilst he was away. They would return to Lords the following day. 
 
It would be ten days before the murder was discovered by their aunt, Emily Coombes on 17th July. 
(The aunt’s name was also Emily Coombes as both of the Emilys were married to Coombes 
brothers). She had visited the house several times since the 8th July and become suspicious, 
eventually forcing her way into the house and into her sister-in-law’s bedroom and found her body. 
Emily confronted Robert and he confessed what had happened to his mother and told her that 

Nattie had said he wanted to kill his mother but when it came to it, he said “I can’t do it, will 

you?”.  
 
On 18th July, Robert was taken to Holloway Prison where he 
remained until the trial. During this period, Robert was 
observed by a Medical Officer (MO) from Holloway and 
Newgate, who had him moved to a padded cell for his own 
safety. The MO noted that Robert’s eyes wandered unequally 
when he was experiencing headaches. He noted the unusual 
scars on Robert’s temples that had been made by forceps during 
his birth. Robert seemed to be excited at the prospect of his 
case coming to trial and appeared only to be upset and crying 
when he thought about missing his cats and his mandolin. 

 
Illustrated Police News 

27 July 1895 
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At the trial Robert senior confirmed to the Court that his wife was a very excitable woman. He 
told the Court that forceps were used during Robert’s birth and visible marks had been left on 
each temple and that he had suffered from severe headaches since he was three years of age.  

Former school headmasters confirmed that Robert was considered to be intelligent and “clever 

for his age”. It was also reported that Robert had been frank and open with the Police and 

volunteered a statement and had said “I did it”.  
 

The Court heard that Robert liked to read Penny Dreadfuls for the sensational articles it published. 

One medical witness said that this “pernicious literature would be very bad for such a boy” and 
a number of these were found at Robert’s home. It came out at the trial that Robert had been 
known to try and obtain monies from the cashier at the steamship company telling untruths a 
couple of years previously.  
 

The trial was held at the Old Bailey and the jury found Robert “Guilty of 

the act, being insane at the time. To be detained in strict custody in Her 

Majesty’s Prison at Holloway as a criminal lunatic until Her Majesty’s 

pleasure can be known”.  Robert was the only male in Holloway and 
was later transferred to the lunatic Asylum at Broadmoor where he was 
said to be the youngest ever inmate. He escaped the hangman’s noose 
due to his age and was released on good behavour in 1912 after serving 
17 years. It is thought that after leaving prison he spent some time at 
Castle House in Hadleigh, which was known to be a Salvation Army 
Farm. Nattie had also been indited for the wilful murder of his mother 
however, there had been no evidence against him and he was found not 
guilty. 
 

On 2nd January 1914 Robert sailed aboard the “Ofranto” – Orient line - 

 
Illustrated Police 

News 

27 July 1895 
to emigrate to Australia. The ships manifest recorded Robert as being 31 years old and his 
occupation as a tailor. At this point it is unclear why he went to Australia.  
 
The 28th September 1914 saw Robert enlisting as Private 984 in B Company, 13th Battalion Infantry, 
Australian Imperial Force (A.I.F.) at Roseland, New South Wales (N.S.W.). Robert’s military 
records show he had given his age as 30 years 8 months and his trade was now shown as a clerk. 

He gave his brother as next of kin (Robert’s military records show Nattie (now known as George) 

was serving as Chief Stoker on HMAS “Australia”. Robert gave Charles L Pike, of Woodside 
Crowthorne, Berks as the person to whom he served his 5-year apprenticeship.  According to the 
1901 Census, Pike worked as an attendant tailor at Broadmoor Lunatic Asylum and he was still 
there in 1911. 
  
On 22nd December 1914 Robert was in Melbourne and embarked aboard Transport A38 

“Ulysess” which docked in Alexandria, Egypt. It would be several years before Robert would 
establish roots in Australia as he didn’t return until the end of 1918. 
 
In April 1915 he proceeded to join the Mediterranean Expeditionary Force and served at Gallipoli. 
Records show that he was first wounded on Gallipoli, and then blown up twice whilst there. On 

4th December 1915 he suffered with jaundice and admitted to hospital ship “Grantully Castle”. 
When Robert returned to Egypt, he was admitted to 15th Australian General Hospital at Heliopolis 
until being discharged to duty 13th January 1916 and was then attached to the 3rd Australian Sanitary  
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Unit. Correspondence in his Military records show that the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) wrote 
to his brother about his hospitalisation.  
 

 

Having spent time in Egypt, around Ismailia, he was shipped 

from Alexandria to Marseilles, France aboard H.M.T. “Canada” 
to join the B.E.F. disembarking on 6th June 1916. Little is known 
of Robert’s whereabouts on the Western Front though he seems 
to have been promoted fairly quickly to Acting Corporal, then 
Corporal when he serving with the 4th Division, Sanitary Section. 
On 12th October that year he was appointed Acting Sergeant at 
Sailly-sur-lac Lys and transferred to 45th Infantry Battalion and 
was promoted to Band Sergeant the same day. On the 27th 
October he was awarded the Military Medal for bravery in the 
field as a stretcher bearer. His brother was also sent a letter of his 
brothers’ achievement.  

Private Robert Coombes 

with cornet (seated far left) 

 
Robert was granted leave from 21st September to 1st October 1917 and the records show that he 
came back to the UK and then again 19th February 1918 to 27th September 1918. During October 
1918 he embarked at Havre bound for Australia on “Special Leave” this time on aboard H.M.S. 

“Prince George” arriving at Port Lyttleton on 25th December 1918 and was he de-mobbed on 
25th February 1919. 
 
Robert then began his new life and worked on a farm at Nana Glen, a small village located 25 km 
inland north west of Coffs Harbour N.S.W. It could be said that WWI started just at the right time 
for Robert, allowing him to adjust to a new life in the A.I.F. and later in a new Country.  
 

Robert’s brother, George was already serving in the A.I.F. aboard HMAS “Australia” when 
Robert enlisted. George had enlisted in the Royal Navy in 1904 for a 12-year engagement and 
during the final couple of years’ service he served aboard the HMAS “Australia”. The night before 

war was declared HMAS “Australia” had departed Sydney and headed north to rendezvous with 
other Royal Australian Navy (RAN) vessels. At the outbreak of the war, the RAN was under the 
command of the British Admiralty. George’s service records show that he didn’t wish to re-engage 
with the Royal Navy but did undertake two service periods with the RAN. Perhaps George had 
kept in touch with Robert during his imprisonment and wrote to him about coming to live and 
start a new life in Australia when he was released. 
 
In February 1941 Robert enlisted in the 8th Garrison Battalion, Australian 
Army but was discharged a few months later owing to illness. In 1945, he 
was working as a market gardener and living at 29 Tweedmouth Avenue, 
Rosebery, Sydney. He wrote to Victoria Barracks, Melbourne to seek a 
replacement discharge document that would verify his age as he didn’t 
have a birth certificate and needed proof of his age. His house and 
contents had been destroyed some years previously, except for his military 
medals which were badly damaged by a bush fire. 
 
Robert died on 7th May 1949, aged 67, at Coffs Harbour Hospital, N.S.W. 
His obituary appeared in The Daily Examiner, Grafton NSW (published on 
13th May 1949). The paper reported that Robert was a first-class musician; 
a bandmaster of a military band and had reached the rank of Band Sergeant 
whilst in service; and that he never married or had any children. He is  

 
Robert Coombes  

in later life 
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buried in Coffs Harbour Cemetery and the sentiment inscribed on his headstone reads “always 

remembered by Harry Mulville and Family”. 
 
In July 1949, the Repatriation Commission wrote to the Registrar of Birth, Deaths and Marriages 
requesting the cause of Roberts death and his next of kin or the person responsible for his burial. 
The cause of death was not related to his war service. Harry Alexander Mulville, 100 Woolgoola 
Road, Coffs Harbour was named as the person responsible for Robert’s burial. 
 
In 1965, a claim for Repatriated Benefits was submitted by Harry who was still residing at the same 
address. Following the claim there is correspondence between the Repatriation Commission, 
CWGC (Pacific Region), Commonwealth of Australia and the Prince of Wales Hospital Randwick, 
to ascertain if Robert’s death was related to his war service. It is unclear from the records, and 
from further research, exactly who Harry Mulville was but records suggest he was a friend of 
Robert’s. It is also unclear from the Military Records the reason why Harry wrote to make a claim 
for Repatriated Benefits some 16 years after Robert’s death. A copy of Harry’s letter doesn’t appear 
on the Roberts Military File so it remains a mystery as to why he made the claim. Correspondence 
from the above-mentioned organisations, and from Roberts doctor’s, clearly shows that his death 
was not attributed to his war service.  
 
Whilst undertaking research for this article contact was made with the wife of the cousin of Robert 
and Nattie (George). The cousin’s wife wrote that Nattie was already in Australia when Robert 

was released from prison and that Robert had “looked after a boy who was suffering at the hands 

of his father, the boy also working the farm with Robert”.  Could Harry have been the “boy” 
Robert looked after? What were his reasons for looking after the boy? We shall never know but 
one hopes, possibly feels, it was for good reasons. 
 
There are many unanswered questions about Robert’s life. He was successfully rehabilitated back 
into society and there doesn’t appear to be any further issues related to his mental state; he gave 
an incorrect date of birth to the A.I.F. and modified some details possibly to enable him to 
transition back into society. Robert Allen Coombes M.M. had lived a quiet life when he returned 
to Australia. He had continued to play music, read and watch cricket. If the crime he committed 
had happened today, one wonders what child psychologists, psychiatrists and the criminal justice 
system would have made of this case and if the outcome would have been the same.  
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ON THE NOTICEBOARD  
 

 

 

LEICESTERSHIRE & RUTLAND 
FAMILY HISTORY SOCIETY 

Leicester Group 
Programme of talks 2022 

 
Wednesday 12th October 7.30pm 

Dr. David Wykes: Unitarianism in 19th Century Leicester and Hinckley 
 

Wednesday 9th November 7.30pm 
Dr. Sally Horrocks: The 5th General Northern Hospital, Leicester 

 
Wednesday 14th December 2-4pm 

A Christmas Family History Miscellany with festive snacks  
 

All these are face to face meetings and will be held at: 
Stoneygate Baptist Church, London Road, Leicester, LE2 3ND 

 
Free onsite parking is available at the rear of the Church and Doors open at 7.00 p.m. for a 

7.30 p.m. start. Tea & Coffee and a Book & CD stalls will be available. 
 

Non-Members are very welcome to attend. For further information please email: 
Leicester Group Secretary Gaynor Johnston on leicester@lrfhs.org.uk 

 

 
 
 

CARILLON CHIMES 
 

Dear All, 
 

Years ago, we had a monthly newsletter, Carillon Chimes, sent out each month by email. We 
discontinued it and moved to Facebook, posting items as they occurred and giving our followers 
the opportunity to engage with us. However, we will now once again be producing a public 
newsletter that will be posted on our website at the beginning of each month. This will not be 
emailed to readers but can be found by visiting our website home page and clicking on:  

“About Us”. 
 

For this month only, here is a link to the page. Loughborough Carillon Museum - Documents 
(carillontower.org.uk) 
 

Best Wishes 
 

Mel Gould 
Loughborough Carillon Tower & War Memorial Museum 
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Monday 7th November 2022 
at 

St Martins House 
7 Peacock Lane 

Leicester 
LE1 5PZ 

Commencing 2.00 p.m. 
 

 

The south-west corner of Leicester Cathedral 
was dedicated to the Leicestershire Regiment 
in 1921 and has many memorials to those who 
fought and died during its 276-year history. In 
this free talk we examine the history of the 
Regiment from a post-colonial perspective, 
drawing together different and compelling 
narratives, followed by a discussion. Free 
admission, tickets are available from 
Eventbrite. 
 

We thank Jonathan Varley for bringing this to our attention 
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CAPTAIN BASIL MACLEAR 
by David Humberston  

 

 

In 1915, some two and a half miles north-east of the 
battered Belgian town of Ypres stood a moated farm 
with outbuildings. Originally given the name of “Shell 
Trap Farm” by the British, the negative connotations 
of this title were deemed detrimental to any who 
served there and the name was subsequently changed 
to “Mouse Trap Farm”. Directly in the path of the 
German attempts to capture Ypres following the 
release of poisonous gas on 22nd April 1915, 
Mousetrap Farm was originally the location of the 
Headquarters of the 3rd Canadian Brigade before it  Mouse Trap Farm 

was shelled and destroyed by fire three days later. On the morning of 24th May, three Irish 
Battalions held the line around the Farm. To the right was the 1st Royal Irish Fusiliers, in the centre 
were the 2nd Dublin Fusiliers, occupying a sector some 100 yards in length between the right of 
the Farm and the western edge of the Wieltje to St Julian Road, whilst to the left was the 2nd Royal 
Irish Regiment.  
 
At 2.45 a.m. red lights were observed, followed by a dull roar. A Gas attack had enveloped Mouse 
Trap Farm, just after “stand-to” had been completed. On the right of the Dubliners line, “A” 
Company, commanded by Captain Basil Maclear, were not so heavily gassed as the others. Maclear, 
an experienced soldier, was later able to spot the German troops advancing on Mouse Trap Farm 
and send a message to HQ to that effect. This was at about 5.55 a.m.  
 

 

The youngest of five sons of Major Henry (Harry) Wallich Maclear 
of the 3rd Battalion “The Buffs”, Basil Maclear was born in 
Portsmouth in 1881. His father, Harry, was born in Cape Town, 
South Africa in 1845 and was the son of Sir Thomas Maclear, the 
Astronomer Royal who born in Co. Tyrone and originally studied 
medicine at the Royal College of Surgeons in London. He spent, 
however, much of his life working as an astronomer and in 1860 he 
was knighted for his scientific excellence. A close friend of David 
Livingstone, they shared a common interest in the exploration of 
Africa. The crater, Maclear, on the Moon is named after him, as are 
Maclear’s Beacon on Table Mountain, the town of Maclear in South 
Africa and Cape Maclear in Malawi. 
 Basil Maclear 

Harry Maclear had married his cousin, Mary Cromford Casey, in 1870 and practised as a Doctor 
in Bedford. Young Basil spent six years at the town’s Grammar School and it was here that his 
sporting ability began to appear, in cricket, athletics and rugby. At the tender age of 15, he began 
playing club rugby for Blackheath. Long-term, he planned for a career in the Army via Sandhurst, 
where he won the Sword of Honour before being gazetted into the Royal Dublin Fusiliers in 
August 1900. 
 
The South African War brought overseas service, with Basil seeing action against the Boers in the 
Orange River Colony and the Transvaal and, in 1903, in Aden. In January 1905 Basil played a  
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Rugby match for the Old Bedfordians before an England selector seeking players for a 
forthcoming International against Ireland at Cork, ironically where Maclear was stationed in the 
Army. Basil rose to the occasion, scoring 11 tries and kicking two goals. Not, apparently, good 
enough, as the opposition were considered an insufficient test of his ability. The Irish, however, 
were more than impressed and, on the grounds of his current residency, picked him to play for 
Ireland instead! 
 

 

Basil (shown left in international jersey) did not disappoint. His 
contribution to the score was impressive, with two tries made, one 
scored and one goal kicked. Ireland beat England 17-3. Irish Rugby 
had a new star and Maclear the first of his eleven caps. A tendency 
to wear white kid gloves whilst playing also caught the eye. Basil 
was to play in all Ireland’s nine home internationals between 1905 
and 1907, but it was in November 1906 that his finest moment was 
to come. In an International against South Africa, Basil scored a try 

described by one source as “ranking as one of the greatest 

individual efforts achieved at international level. The 

moustachioed Irish centre, picking up a loose ball inside his own 

‘25’ beat man after man. Twice he stumbled, perhaps by design, 

for his subsequent acceleration was such that Loubser could not overhaul him and Joubert, 

South Africa’s last line of defence was brushed aside.” 
 

The Daily Mail was equally enthusiastic: “There is no other player in Great Britain who could 

have scored such a try. It was an epoch-making event, and it is safe to say that the run will live 

forever in the annals of the game.” A match against Wales in March 1907 concluded his 
International career and was the last of his 11 caps for Ireland. 
 
Alongside the sport, the soldiering continued. Basil served as an 
adjutant to his Battalion from May 1905 to May 1908, whilst from 
February 1911, he was given a Company of Gentlemen Cadets and 
appointed an Instructor on the Staff of the Royal Military College, 
where he also took charge of the gymnasia. At the beginning of the 
Great War, he asked to rejoin his regiment, but the request was 

declined, a confidential report clearly stated “This officer is too 

valuable to be spared for active service.” A second request was, 
however, subsequently accepted and Basil left Sandhurst at the end of 
February 1915, taking a large draft of men to the Front at the end of 
the following month.  
 

 
Captain Basil Maclear 

One final sporting opportunity arose that April when Basil acted as referee in a bespoke Rugby 
match of fifty minutes duration took place in the French village of Nieppe, 12 miles south of 
Ypres. Here a team composed mostly of Gloucester players met and defeated a side containing a 
handful of Irish internationals, who arrived straight from a period of duty in the trenches. Amongst 
those who played was Ronnie Poulton-Palmer, the current captain of the England XV, who would 
fall in action early the following month.  
 
Following the German gas attack on Mouse Trap Farm, heavy artillery fire poured down onto the 
Irish lines, and enfilade machine gun fire from the Royal Irish trenches to the left of the Farm and  
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now in German hands, was proving remarkably accurate. The situation was growing increasingly 

serious. Another message was sent by Maclear: “Must have more men on left between B Company 

and Mouse Trap Farm”. This particular spot was occupied by the Battalion’s “D” Company, now 
in a very bad way with only one man per five yards of front capable of carrying on the fight. The 
experienced Maclear was desperately trying to avert the positions from being completely over-run. 
 
Basil’s third brother, Percy, another 
talented Rugby player, had already lost 
his life serving in Africa in 1914, and 
now Basil’s situation looked 
increasingly hopeless. He sent one final 

message: “Very many of our men are 

surrounded. We must have 

reinforcements”. Maclear was now 
aware that German troops had broken 
into the “D” Company trenches facing 
the farm and he led a grenade assault to 
bomb them out again. Shot in the 
throat, he fell at the head if his troops. 
The Dublin Fusiliers War Diary 

 
The front lines around Ypres – 24th May 1915 

Mouse Trap Farm (M.T.) is circled in red 
 

concluded: “Everyone held on to the last. There was no surrender. They all died fighting at 

their posts”  
 
Out of a Battalion strength of 668 who “stood to” earlier that morning, 647 were killed, wounded 
or missing. Many, including Basil Maclear, have no known grave and are commemorated on the 

Menin Gate. One of the few survivors of his battalion would later write: “No words can describe 

his loss; he was a man every single one of us would have risked our lives to save. There is a 

blank in our regiment now which will never be filled.” 

 

 

Seven months later a posthumous Mention in Despatches 

commended “the great power of command which he showed 

himself to possess when suddenly called upon to command the 

Battalion for four days during a trying situation.”  

 
Basil Maclear was undoubtedly a leader of men. On the Rugby 

field he was also described as “a lion of the game” and “one of 

the greatest three-quarter backs who ever played rugby for 

Ireland or for any other national XV.” Basil was remembered 
with a table and chair in the Bedford School Memorial Hall, 

donated by an Old Bedfordian in 1928 “in affectionate 

admiration of a devoted son, a gallant soldier and a great 

athlete”. In 2015 he was also amongst 25 players inducted into 
the World Rugby Hall of Fame. Wherever he lies, may he never 
be forgotten. 

 

Basil was not the only member of his family to fall in the Great War and a further article on 

his brothers and other family members will follow in due course.   
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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 
 

The deadline date to ensure inclusion 

in your next edition of  The Tiger is: 
 

Friday 21st October 2022 
 

“We very much value your  

continued support” 

EXPLORE, LEARN, SHARE 
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