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EDITORIAL
Welcome again, Ladies and Gentlemen, to the latest edition of “The Tiger”.
Our cover picture this month (courtesy of member Paul Bardell) shows the Khaki
Chum’s Memorial to the Christmas Truce on the northern edge of “Plugstreet Wood”.
Even one hundred years later, the remarkable events of 25th December 1914 have continued to capture the imagination. The presence of the footballs and associated scarves
also remind the viewer of the playing of an impromptu soccer match somewhere in the
field behind, amongst fit young men who, in the absence of a pretty girl on their arm,
liked nothing better than “a kick-about”.
Amongst the multitude of kit the average “Tommy” and “Fritz” were expected to carry
with them would undoubtedly have been deflated leather footballs which could be
quickly inflated when opportunity arose. In the unique and surreal atmosphere of that
winter afternoon, the exuberant youth of two Armies paused to enthusiastically compete
against each other in the simple pleasures of kicking a ball – a far more innocent exchange than the firing of bullets that had gone before.

Professional Football was, of course, in comparative infancy by the time that War was
declared. The German Deutscher Fussball Bund was founded as late as 1900 with the
German national team first competing in 1908. In Britain, though, the sport was further
developed: the F.A. Cup being inaugurated in 1872 and the Football League Championship in 1888. The development of Britain’s Railways had played their part. Affordable
transport for the masses meant that popular sporting events could be attended all
around the country. Now those same young men who had travelled to cheer on a team
in their local colours were embarking on those very same trains, wearing the colours of
their King, for far more serious fields of combat. Many would never return.
The Sporting analogy continued to occupy the mind. No less than the Duke of Wellington had declared a century earlier that the Battle of Waterloo had been “won on the
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playing fields of Eton”. Doubtless our footballing Tommies had every intention of repeating that performance. Maybe, on that Christmas afternoon, they imagined they
were “Internationals” – emulating their local heroes in representing their country? Did
the cheers and encouragement of those spectating inspired extra effort and finesse on a
pitch nothing more than a semi-frozen vegetable field? More hopefully, if “Germany”
were defeated on the day, could they be defeated again tomorrow and everyone then go
home? Or, in the cold light of the following morning, would the final whistle only see a
grave of Flanders clay? All, of course, mere speculation . . .

What is, however, undisputable is that those keen young men, on that one afternoon, created a legend that lives on to this day, with the “Christmas Truce” and the accompanying “football matches” being as familiar today in the public mind as King Arthur or Robin Hood. Their enthusiasm continued into later years. Rifleman Frank Edwards of the London Irish Rifles became known as the “Footballer of Loos” when he
kicked a football towards German trenches on 25th September 1915. Captain Billie
Nevill, of the 8th East Surreys started his Battalion advance on the Somme in similar
fashion on 1st July 1916. The ball was later found near the German wire, with the body
of Nevill not far behind it.
Sport and Soldiering remain to this day the occupations of young men, with dangers attached to both. Even as I write these words, the world of Cricket pauses to mourn the
shocking death of Australian Phillip Hughes, struck down by pure chance on the field of
play with devastating consequences. Likewise, one must wonder if any of our footballing
Soldiers of 1914 were felled in their trench lines in a similar random moment? We are
all too painfully aware that our lads of 2014 continue to face comparable peril and pay
the same price for doing so. As we, at home, enjoy our Christmas, let us remember them
all . . .
D.H.
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PARISH NOTICES

BRANCH MEETINGS
The Platform Café, Greenacres, The Sidings, Leicester, LE4 3BR
7.30 p.m.

8th December 2014
BRANCH ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING
& MEMBERS NIGHT
Guest Speaker: Chris Baker
“Bloody December: A new book on the 1914 Christmas Truce”

2015 PROGRAMME
The Elms Social & Service Club (Wigston), Bushloe End,
WIGSTON, Leicestershire, LE18 2BA
7.30 p.m.
26th January 2015
Guest Speaker: Ross Beadle
“The Schlieffen Plan: Schlieffen, Moltke and the German Failure on the
Marne”

23rd February 2015
Guest Speaker: Fraser Skirrow
“Fighting Spirit – Patrolling and Raiding with the West Yorks, 1917-18”
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OUR NEW VENUE
As previously advised in our recent “Members Communique”, we have been forced to
seek a new venue for our 2015 meetings. Accordingly meetings will now be held on the
last Monday of each month at the Elms Social & Service Club, Bushloe End, WIGSTON, Leicestershire, LE18 2BA.
We attach below two maps to assist our members in reaching our new venue and we
look forward to seeing you there on 26th January 2015!
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ON THE NOTICEBOARD

“THE 1914 CHRISTMAS TRUCE”
by
Dr. John Sutton
takes place at

Newarke Houses Museum
on
th

Sunday 14 December 2014
Starting 2.00 p.m.
The unofficial Christmas Truce of 1914 is justly famous. British and German soldiers
disobeyed orders, unilaterally called a ceasefire, meeting in no-man’s land. The talk
focuses on the Leicestershire Regiment including the personal story of an ancestor who
was killed on that Christmas Day. Refreshments available.
Free event but booking essential – please call 0116 225 4980.

AT RISK WAR MEMORIALS

An At Risk War Memorials Project Open Day
for viewing the Memorials has been arranged for:

SATURDAY 17th JANUARY 2015
11:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m
Further information is available from Project Director, Denis Kenyon, who can be
contacted on denis.kenyon@hotmail.co.uk.
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YOUR BRANCH REPRESENTED . . .

AT OAKHAM …
Where Peter Orpin and his great
nephew, Matthew Mustard, prepare to
lay the Branch wreath on Remembrance
Sunday morning . . .

AND IN YPRES . . .

where some of our members participated in Valerie and David’s annual
“Armistice Tour” and Angela Hall laid the Branch Wreath at the Menin Gate.
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EARLY NAVAL CALAMITIES (CONTINUED)
CORONEL AND THE FALKLANDS

By Roy-Anthony Birch
As we continue to remember some of the earliest local casualties of the First World
War, we pay tribute to Harold Bexton of The Royal Navy, who died in the Battle of
Coronel in November 1914. Harold was a stoker 2nd class service no. K/22163, aboard
H.M.S. Good Hope, part of the British South American Cruiser Squadron, which was
sunk by a German squadron commanded by the renowned Vice-Admiral Maximilian
Graf von Spee.
One wonders if Harold Bexton typified those generations of youngsters who looked
seawards for adventure; a means of escape from a hum-drum existence on the land. I
strongly suspect so, given his background. Harold was the youngest of 2 sons – the only
children, of Joseph and Emily Bexton of Dunton Bassett near Lutterworth in Leicestershire. He seems to have had no secondary education and by April 1911, aged 15, he had
followed in Joseph’s footsteps as an agricultural labourer, still living in Dunton, though
not necessarily working alongside his father.
The precise date of Harold’s enlistment is uncertain. Yet it seems safe to assume,
barring last-minute transfers, that he was aboard H.M.S. Good Hope for his 19th
birthday – July 15th, preparatory to her embarkation from Gosport on 2nd August
1914. Harold and his shipmates spent almost exactly 3 months at sea, crossing The
Atlantic to the West Indies and continuing into The South Atlantic and beyond, before
falling foul of the enemy off the coast of Chile on Sunday 1st November.

H.M.S. Good Hope
The sinking of the light cruisers Good Hope and H.M.S. Monmouth in the same engagement was a further and, arguably, a more substantial blow to British naval prestige,
coming so soon in the wake of the humiliations of 22nd September 1914, U-9’s summary
disposal of the admittedly more vulnerable H.M.S. Cressy etc. Harrowing enough, the
realization that Britannia might not actually hold sway over those who do battle in
great waters, especially in the early weeks of the war. But greater still, as a shock to the
nation’s system, were the scale of the losses at Coronel and the death of one of her most
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senior and archetypal naval officers, Rear-Admiral Sir Christopher “Kit” Cradock,
commanding the squadron to which the ill-fated British ships belonged.
The Good Hope - Harold Bexton’s vessel, was, in fact, Admiral Cradock’s flagship. Hers was the bridge from where orders were given for the pursuit of the enemy
squadron, only for the quarry to become the predator and turn to deliver the decisive
coup de guerre. The combination of more accurate and heavier German fire-power, in
well-drilled hands, was more than a match for the British warships, leaving a voracious
sea to take her fill of the human flotsam from H.M.S. Good Hope and Monmouth
alike. From the loftiest look-out on the topmast to the lowliest stoker in the hold, the
entire ship’s companies of both craft perished in the struggle against The Kaiser’s formidable battle cruisers, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. Approximately 1,800 Allied seamen were lost at Coronel, in an action which continues to excite controversy, even today.
Was Admiral Cradock “right” to close with the enemy when inadequately supported,
thus demonstrating the leadership which would have been expected of him and avoiding
accusations of “a lack of offensive spirit”? Might he indeed have been mindful of Nelson’s dictum from his Trafalgar Memorandum that “No captain can do very wrong if
he places his ship alongside that of an enemy”? Or, conversely, was he unduly foolhardy in putting lives at risk in the face of “obviously” overwhelming odds? For many,
the ratio against him at the outset – 5 to 3, of similar or superior ships to his own, portended an unfavourable outcome, while factors such as the inexperience of so many
crewmembers – the majority of the ratings aboard the Good Hope were reservists, ought
to have weighed more heavily with him. And neither was The Admiralty above reproach vis-à-vis the calamity of 1st November 1914. Either way, Admiral Cradock’s
death and those of the crews of H.M.S. Good Hope and Monmouth - Harold Bexton et al,
were avenged 37 days later at the Battle of The Falkland Islands; one of few clear-cut
victories for the Royal Navy during The 1914-18 War.
Four of von Spee’s roving Asiatic
Squadron were pulverized into submission on Tuesday 8th December 1914 in
what was very much a battle of two
parts. While the battle cruisers Invincible and her sister Inflexible were
charged with destroying their opposite
numbers, the light cruisers Glasgow,
Kent, and Cornwall, harried the remainder of the enemy squadron in a
separate and extended pursuit. Scharnhorst and Gneisenau succumbed to a
pounding from Invincible and Inflexible’s 12-inch guns, as the light cruiser
H.M.S. Caernarfon came in for the kill
to conclude this phase of the
tle. Admiral von Spee himself went
down with his flagship Scharnhorst as

Admiral Von Spee
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she was sunk with all hands, while 190 officers and men, some seriously
wounded, were rescued from Gneisenau by the British. (Some sources give the figure as
198).
Reservations were expressed by some over what seemed the inordinate amount of ordnance poured into the Leipzig as she was annihilated by H.M.S. Cornwall and Glasgow
acting in tandem. Nurnberg, meanwhile, had been accounted for by H.M.S. Kent, with a
certain Lieutenant Otto von Spee - son of the Admiral, amongst hundreds of German
sailors consigned to the deep. Dresden alone escaped the fury of the British guns eluding her pursuers on December 8th, but gaining only a temporary respite. A determined
effort from ships commanded by Admiral Sir Doveton Sturdee led to her being outmanoeuvred and driven into shallows off the Chilean coast in March 1915, where, irredeemably mauled, she scuttled. British officers paid fulsome tributes to their counterparts and to men of The Imperial Navy for the heroism they displayed while fighting
and dying as their vessels foundered.
Few at home appreciated the “knife-edge” nature of what appeared a distinctly onesided encounter at The Falklands. Were it not for the onset of foul weather, delaying
the Germans rounding Cape Horn, ships of the Senior Service might easily have been
caught in a state of unreadiness, coaling in Stanley, and been destroyed, literally where
they lay. As it was, none of His Majesty’s ships was lost on December 8th and British
casualties were mercifully light in a satisfying reversal of earlier misfortunes. (Seven of
our mariners were killed on the day and 4 subsequently died of wounds). Satisfying too,
the evident reassertion of British naval supremacy: something surely to be taken as read
when war on the high seas intensified? By the majority perhaps; but not by those bereaved through the Battle of Coronel who knew only too well the precariousness of war.

The Battle remembered: Commemorative Stamps to be issued on 8th December 2014
Nor by any with a finely atuned sense of foreboding. One such, was Mrs Emily Bexton
of Dunton Bassett. In a recording from the Leicester Oral History Archive, the son of
the wartime Headmaster of Dunton village school - Mr Joseph Robinson M.A., relates
the type of anecdote one is unlikely ever to read in an academic work but which I think
bears repeating, not least to show the wider repercussions of the war. The anecdote
largely speaks for itself and I am far from dismissive of it. Mr Robinson Jnr. says “I remember quite clearly, servicemen, nearly all soldiers, who came to see my father
before they left for The Front – some of them never to return. Although most of the
military boys were in khaki, some joined The Navy. Two families, which I know were in
The Navy, were the Webbs and the Bextons. There were two Bexton brothers, and my
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father used to write to them as he did to many other of his former scholars. One day, he
met Mrs Bexton, their mother, in Dunton: “Don’t bother to write to my boy any more”,
she said: “Why ever not?” asked my father. “Well, I’ve had a dream; something has
happened to him and I know that he has gone down”. She was right. Some days later
she received news that the battle fleet in the South Atlantic had been destroyed by the
Germans at the Battle of Coronel and the Bexton boy’s ship, H.M.S. Good Hope, had
gone down in flames”.
Sad though it is to ponder the atmosphere in the Bexton household at Christmas 1914,
their youngest son having been swept away less than 8 weeks previously, a still greater
grief was visited on the family within a year. I end by recording the death of Thomas
Bexton, elder brother of the seafaring Harold, and the Bexton’s only remaining child. A
Private with 2nd Bn. The Leicestershire Regiment – service no. 15871, Thomas was
killed while fighting in the Battle of Loos on 25th September 1915. Thomas died aged
22, and his body was never found; something, sadly, he had in common with his 19year-old sibling, Harold.

Burying those who fell in Battle: Stanley Cemetery contains 21 Great War burials,
including seven fatalities of the Battle of the Falklands. One of those seven is
Leicester-born Private Walter James Kind of the Royal Marine Light Infantry
who served on HMS Kent.
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ANY OTHER BUSINESS
We thank once again to 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.

“We very much value your continued support”
Valerie Jacques (Newsletter Editor)
David Humberston (Branch Secretary)

(photograph by Philip Jacques)

As the sun sets in splendour over Flanders Fields and our first year
of centennial remembrance…

Merry Christmas
& A Happy New Year
to Everyone!
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