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EDITORIAL 
 

 

Welcome again, Ladies and Gentlemen, to the latest edition of “The Tiger”, rechristened “The 

Tigress” for this special ladies edition! 

 

Despite whiling away many a youthful hour under a candlewick bedspread listening to Radio 

Luxembourg 208, I don’t seem to have much time these days to listen to the radio but I noticed 

that, on 8th March, Radio 3 dedicated its whole day’s playlist, in recognition of their bold and 

diverse contribution to music, to female composers one of whom being Elisabeth Lutyens, 

daughter of architect Edwin. Why did the BBC decide to do this? It was to celebrate 

International Women’s Day (IWD). I was reminded of the impending IWD last month when 

researching the remarkable exploits of Russian women in 1917 without whom the revolution 

may not have occurred exactly as it did 100 years ago. Their story will be recounted later in 

this Newsletter . . .  

 

The month of March itself could even be described as “Ladies Month” since its very flower, 

the daffodil, is also known as the birth flower, and its 31 days contain not only IWD (8th) but 

Lady Day or Annunciation Day (25th) and Mothering Sunday (26th). Militarily, of course, March 

was named after Mars, the Roman god of war whose month was Martius and from where 

originated the word martial. Another definition of March is “walk in a military manner with a 

regular measured tread”, a meaning which countless troops over the centuries learned as part 

of their basic training.  

 
 

 

In January 1917 the British government announced the 

establishment of a new voluntary service, the Women’s 

Auxiliary Army Corps (W.A.A.C.), the plan being for 

these women to serve as clerks, telephonists, waitresses, 

cooks and instructors in the use of gas masks. The men 

they replaced could then be sent to fight at the front. It 

was also 100 years ago this year that the Women’s Royal 

Naval Service (W.R.N.S.) was founded, again 

predominantly to free up men for active service. Indeed, 

HRH The Princess Royal, Admiral Chief Commandant 

for Women in the Royal Navy, officially launched a new 

exhibition on 8th March (IWD) at The National Museum 

of the Royal Navy, in Portsmouth’s Historic Dockyard. 

Entitled “Pioneers to Professionals”, it celebrates 

women’s contribution to the naval services from not only 

100 years ago but for the last 250 years as, historically, 

the work of naval women has been oft’ overlooked. Over 

the centuries, however, thousands actively contributed to 

worldwide naval operations and many of their stories  

W.R.N.S. Recruitment Poster 

1917/18 

have now been revealed for the first time.  
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The formation of the W.R.N.S. in 1917 was seen as an important milestone allowing women 

(or “Wrens”, as they were nicknamed) to work in an official capacity in shore-based roles such 

as cooks, stewards, dispatch riders, sail makers, telegraphists and in intelligence – their motto 

being Never at Sea. Recruitment posters encouraged women to “Free a man for sea service”  

and the Admiralty aimed to recruit 3,000 but eventually many more women would join.  

 

Believed to have originated from a social conversation between Sir Eric Geddes, then First 

Lord of the Admiralty and Sybil Cholmondeley, Countess of Rocksavage (nee Sassoon and a 

second cousin of war poet Siegfried) a variety of titles were considered before W.R.N.S. was 

chosen. Dame Katharine Furse, formerly Commandant of the British Red Cross Voluntary Aid 

Detachments, was appointed Director in November 1917 and by war end over 5,000 Wrens 

would serve which, in turn, hastened the introduction of women into the navies of Australia, 

Canada, India and the Netherlands.  

 

  
A W.R.N.S. Officer teaching male Army recruits 

how to use gas masks 

Dame Katharine Furse, 

Director, W.R.N.S. 

 

On 10th October 1918, 19 year old Josephine Carr, a shorthand typist from Cork, became the 

first Wren to die on active service when her ship, RMS Leinster, was torpedoed in the Irish Sea 

by U-boat U132. She’d been one of the first to enlist and her body was one of the many never 

recovered. She is commemorated on the Plymouth Naval Memorial and at Dún Laoghaire 

Harbour, County Dublin. Officially 501 people died in the sinking making it both the greatest 

ever loss of life in the Irish Sea and the highest ever casualty rate on an Irish owned ship. 

 

By the end of the war the WRNS had 5,500 members, 500 of them officers and 2000 Wrens, 

with those who had supported the Royal Naval Air Service being transferred to the Royal Air 

Force following its creation on 1st April 1918, becoming the fledgling W.R.A.F. Throughout 

history, though, women have been of vital support to our armed forces, standing shoulder to 

shoulder with our male counterparts. Although their roles have changed over time, their varied 

contribution is unquestioned, their bravery and fearlessness crucial. This edition of your Tiger 

will, in celebration of the remarkable women who served in The Great War, and who were 

mobilized in unprecedented numbers on all sides, feature the stories of a mere fraction of their 

efforts. 

 

V.E.J. 
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PARISH NOTICES 
 

 

 

Your Committee Members  

are: 
 

David Humberston 

 Chairman  

& Speakers List 
 

Valerie Jacques  

Secretary  

& Newsletter Editor 
  

Paul Warry 

 Treasurer, Vice Chairman 

& Website  
 

Angela Hall  

Events   
 

Roy Birch  

Promotion  

& War Memorials 
 

 

 
 

 Our Branch Website Address is: 

www.leicestershireandrutlandwfa.com 

 

 

 

BRANCH MEETINGS 
The Elms Social & Service 

Club, Bushloe End,  

WIGSTON, Leicestershire, 

LE18 2BA 
 

 7:30 p.m. – 9:30 p.m. 

(approx.) 

 

27th March 2017 

  Guest Speaker:  

Dr Jim Beach 
- 

“Lord Gorrel and Army Education 

on the Western Front” 
 

&  
 

Denis Kenyon 
- 

 “Orphan’s Update” 

 

24th April 2017  

  Guest Speaker:  

Dr John Sutton 
- 

“World War I Medical Services” 
 
 

22nd May 2017  

  Guest Speaker:  

Dave Durham 
- 

“Sniping in the Great War” 
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“I WAS A SPY” 

THE MARTHE CNOCKAERT STORY 

By David Humberston 
 

On 20th October 1914, the Flanders village of Westroosebeke, three miles north-east of 

Poelcappelle was overrun by German forces advancing towards Langemarck and Ypres. The 

village, it was later recorded was “full of hustle and bustle and houses were burning right and 

left of the road towards Poelcappelle”. Amongst the buildings destroyed that day was the home 

of the Cnockaert family; a farmer, his wife and their children, including Marthe, a student at 

the medical school of Ghent University who was visiting her home when the Germans arrived.  

 

 

Six days short of her 22nd birthday, Marthe volunteered her 

services as a Nurse at an emergency hospital set up in the 

village to treat both German and Allied soldiers. Here she 

was especially valued by the German authorities for her 

ability to speak fluent English and German as well as French 

and Flemish. Marthe was allowed to remain at the Hospital 

even after all the other villagers had been removed from the 

area and was later awarded an Iron Cross for her work.  

 

Early in 1915, Marthe was sent to Roulers, five miles further 

behind the German lines, where she continued her work as a 

nurse at another military hospital. Reunited with her parents, 

who now ran a café in the town, Marthe was also approached 

by an old family friend, one Lucelle Deldonck, who revealed 

herself as an agent for British Intelligence and 

Marthe Cnockaert, c 1914 wished to recruit Marthe into espionage work. 

 

Marthe agreed, and for almost two years (codenamed 

“Laura”) used her position in the hospital and her proximity 

to German soldiers in her parent’s café to gather information 

on troop movements, artillery concentrations and locations 

of supply dumps. This information was then passed on 

through a network of Belgian agents, a number of whom 

were other women. Her most regular contacts was an elderly 

vegetable seller, codenamed “Canteen Ma” and an agent 

who collected messages left in a letterbox, codenamed 

“Number 63”. Marthe’s exploits included destroying a 

telephone line which a local priest was using to spy for the 

Germans, obtaining details of a proposed (but later 

cancelled) visit to the area by Kaiser Wilhelm for a British 

aerial attack and aiding the escape of Allied prisoners of war.   
For a time she also worked as a double agent, providing Marthe Cnockaert, 1914 

harmless but seemingly important information to a German soldier lodging at the café, before, 

when her situation became too dangerous, later arranging for him to be killed. 
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In the autumn of 1916, a disused sewer tunnel was discovered that ran beneath a German 

ammunition depot. Ordered to blow it up, Marthe and another agent successfully detonated 

explosives they had carried to the tunnel before escaping unseen. The following day, Marthe 

realised her gold wrist watch, engraved with her initials on the reverse, was missing.  

 

A proclamation issued by the German authorities that a gold watch had been found in the 

possession of a German soldier arrested for theft prompted Marthe to reclaim the time-piece. 

Later that day the family café was raided and coded messages were found concealed behind 

wallpaper in the washroom. Marthe was arrested as a spy! She later learned that the sewer 

tunnel had subsequently been discovered and her watch had been found near a concealed exit 

close to the grounds of Roulers Hospital, where she was then working. Suspicions aroused, the 

Germans set a trap into which Marthe had fallen by subsequently reclaiming her property. 

 

Taken to a military prison in Ghent, Marthe was ferociously interrogated, but maintained her 

silence throughout. Court-martialled and sentenced to death, her punishment was commuted to 

life imprisonment on account of her award of the Iron Cross earlier in the War. Marthe 

subsequently spent two years in prison before the War ended in November 1918. 

 

 

Returning to Roulers, Marthe was reunited with her 

family, who had all survived the War, although two of 

her brothers were now permanent invalids due to their 

war injuries. Whilst recovering from her prison ordeal, 

Marthe learned she had been Mentioned in Despatches 

by the British in recognition of her intelligence work 

and was also to be honoured with both the French and 

Belgian Legion D’Honneur.  

 

Returning to Westroosebeke, Marthe then made the 

acquaintance of a British Army Officer, John 

McKenna, whom she married after a brief courtship. 

After originally living in Manchester, the couple 

returned to Westroosebeke where, in 1931, an English 

writer, Evelyn Tisdall,  discovered Marthe’s exploits  

Marthe McKenna: 

a post-war portrait 

and urged her to publish her story. Ghost-written by  

her husband, I Was a Spy! appeared the following year.  

  

Popularly received, in 1933 the book became a film, with glamorous actress Madeleine Carroll 

(of The 39 Steps fame) and Herbert Marshall (who had lost a leg in the Great War) in the 

starring roles. The McKennas continued to write, with sixteen further titles – mostly fictional 

– appearing over the next twenty years before the couple parted around 1951. Marthe remained 

in Westroosebeke until her death in 1966.   

 

The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography pays Marthe the following tribute: Completely 

inexperienced in such work, she pursued her activities under undeniably dangerous 

circumstances and paid a heavy price when caught. Her efforts put her in the company of a 

select group of women agents of the period whose achievements and experiences are only 

beginning to receive serious attention within the broader field of the history of intelligence 

operations.   
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CENTENARY CALENDAR 
 

APRIL 1917 
 

 3rd – Russia: Russian revolutionary Vladimir 

Ilyich Lenin returns from exile to Petrograd, 

his intention to create Bolshevik headed state. 

6th – USA: President Woodrow Wilson 

addresses Congress and asks that they back a 

declaration of war on German Empire. US 

does not become full ally of Britain, France or 

Russia preferring to be an “Associate Power”.  

7th - North Atlantic: HMS Jason sunk by mine 

laid by U-boat U78 off Coll Island, west coast 

of Scotland, 25 souls lost; Panama: War 

declared on Germany. 

9th – France: The Battle of Arras begins. It is a 

supporting and diversionary action by British 

and Empires forces to assist the larger French 

offensive under General Robert Nivelle, due to 

commence on 16th April on the Chemin Des 

Dames. The Canadian Corps captures the 

majority of Vimy Ridge; British elements 

make lengthy advances to Point du Jour and 

south of the River Scarpe. 

10th – English Channel: Enroute from 

Southampton, to pick-up wounded at Port of 

Le Havre, HMHS Salta strikes mine laid by U-

boat UC26 and sinks. Of 205 aboard, 9 nurses, 

42 RAMC & 79 crew drown; Bulgaria: 

Diplomatic relations with USA severed. 

11th – France: British and Australian troops 

take heavy losses in an offensive at Bullecourt 

12th – France: Canadians finally take the 

highest point of Vimy Ridge 

15th – France: Extra-ordinary lethal marksman, 

Paul Rene Fonck, joins top fighter unit, 

Groupe de Chasse No 12, better known as Les 

Cigognes (The Storks). He is destined to 

become France’s top ace scoring 75 victories 

by war end (his unofficial score is 127). 

17th/19th – Palestine: British General Sir 

Archibald Murray again attempts invasion of 

Turkish province by breaking their positions 

between Gaza and Beersheba. Main effort 

against well entrenched Turks fails and British 

casualties reach 6500, three times more than 

Turks. This action, Second Battle of Gaza, has 

profound consequences on British command 

structure in region as failures anger British 

Government. 

19th - English Channel: US warship SS 

Mongolia becomes first American vessel to 

drive off (& possibly sink) a U-boat seven 

miles southeast of Beachy Head. Firing a 6 

inch gun nicknamed “Teddy” in honour of 

Theodore Roosevelt, this will be first armed 

encounter for an American vessel following 

US entry into the war. 

20th - English Channel: Two German 

destroyers sunk by British destroyers Broke & 

Swiftsure. Their success halts German naval 

raids until 1918; France: Nivelle offensive 

(Second Battle of Aisne, Third Battle of 

Champagne) unsuccessful for French who 

suffer over 100,000 casualties and mutiny in 

ranks begins; Turkey: Diplomatic relations 

with USA severed. 

21st – Mesopotamia: The Battle of Istabulat 

begins with British attempting to further her 

strategic position following capture of 

Baghdad from Ottoman Empire. 92nd Punjabis 

advance on railway station and successfully 

take position. Black Watch & Gurkhas attack 

high ridge, fierce hand to hand fighting, 

Ottomans hold out all day finally withdrawing 

next morning.  

23rd - Mesopotamia: General Sir Frederick 

Maude’s troops continue advance on Turks 

taking Samarra on River Tigris but forced to 

postpone further operations until September 

due to intense heat. 

27th – Guatemala: Diplomatic relations with 

Germany severed. 

28th – USA: Congress passes bill for raising 

500,000 men. 

29th – France: General Petain appointed Chief 

of General Staff. 

30th – Armenia: Turkish forces recapture town 

of Muş from Russians. 
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THEY FOUGHT FOR THE MOTHERLAND 

by Valerie Jacques 
 

International Women's Day (IWD), originally called International Working Women's Day, 

held on 8th March annually, celebrates the social, cultural and political achievements of women 

around the world. The earliest celebration was held as a Socialist political event in 1909 in New 

York City and in 1911 it was marked by over a million women in Austria, Denmark, Germany 

and Switzerland. In the Austro-Hungarian Empire alone, there were 300 demonstrations and in 

Vienna, women paraded on the Ringstrasse and carried banners honouring the martyrs of the 

Paris Commune. Women demanded that they be given the right to vote and to hold public 

office and protested against sexual discrimination in the workplace. In London, on 8th March 

1914, a march took place in support of women's suffrage and Sylvia Pankhurst was arrested in 

front of Charing Cross station on her way to speak in Trafalgar Square. Other than the obvious 

unrest and ill feeling amongst many women worldwide what, then, has this to do with The 

Great War? The impending Russian Revolution which began 100 years ago . . .  
 

To Russia the first revolution started on 23rd February 1917 as they had not yet switched their 

calendar from Julian to Gregorian. Most western publications, however, give the date as 8th 

March which also happened to be International Women’s Day. In 1913, on the last Julian 

Saturday in February (23rd), Russian women observed their first IWD and although there had 

been some women-led strikes and other protests in the years leading up to 1917, the women of 

Petrograd took to the streets on 8th March that year for "Bread and Peace", demanding the end 

of the war, an end to Russian food shortages, and triggering a movement that would lead to the 

abdication of the Tsar.  
 

 

 

Many would not be aware that it was those 

women arguing over bread that turned into a 

revolt which quickly escalated into a process 

that would bring the working classes to 

power and allow for spectacular advantages 

for women. Leon Trotsky (in exile in New 

York at the time) and one of the seven 

members of the first Politburo founded later 

in 1917 to manage the increasingly militant 

Bolsheviks, wrote: "23rd February (8th 

March) was International Woman's Day and 

meetings and actions were foreseen. But we 

Russian women protesting in Petrograd, 

February 1917 

did not imagine that this 'Women's Day' 

would inaugurate the revolution. 

Revolutionary actions were foreseen but  

without date. But in the morning, despite orders to the contrary, textile workers left their work 

in several factories and sent delegates to ask for support of the strike… which led to mass 

strike... all went out into the streets." 
  
By that spring of 1917 some Russian women had successfully petitioned to join regular military 

units, and now a number began to press the new Provisional Government to create special 

women's battalions. Their experience and courage would prove to be truly exceptional. These 

women, along with a number of high-ranking members of the Russian government and military  
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administration, believed that female soldiers would have significant propaganda value and that 

their example would revitalize the weary, demoralized men of the Russian army. 

Simultaneously, they hoped the presence of women would shame hesitant male soldiers into 

resuming their combat duties.  
 

Fifteen Women's Battalions, all-female combat 

units, were thus formed including the 1st 

Russian Women's Battalion of Death under the 

command of Maria Leont’evna Bochkarëva (née 

Frolkova), herself a combat veteran and former 

peasant. Hailed by admirers as a great heroine 

and patriot, she was condemned by detractors as 

a tyrant and a puppet of the bourgeoisie. 

Bochkarëva ran a harsh regime and sought to 

remove all traces of femininity in the mistaken 

belief that this would make the women under her 

better soldiers thus rendering them more 

acceptable to their male counterparts. Items of 

personal hygiene such as toothbrushes and 

makeup were confiscated whilst their hair was 

cut very short, their bosoms flattened. They were 

encouraged to smoke and swear with giggling 

strictly forbidden. Bochkarëva herself could not 

be described as attractive. Stocky, with a 

pockmarked face, she smoked, drank, spat and   

swore and her strength of body was matched by 

an equally notable strength of character. Some 

Female NCOs of the 1st Russian Women's 

Battalion of Death, 1917 

saw her as a Russian Joan of Arc. Of those fifteen women’s battalions, however, Bochkareva’s 

was the only unit to participate in the defence of the homeland against the external enemy and 

her charges were frequently reminded that they were not just warriors but political soldiers.  
 

Having been launched on the 18th June 1917, the Kerensky Offensive was already underway 

on the southwestern front. Bochkareva’s unit was assigned to the 10th Army and sent to the 

Russian western front, an area experiencing problems with morale. Around each woman’s neck 

was worn a small pouch containing a capsule filled with cyanide which each was commanded 

to immediately consume if captured by the enemy. They occupied trenches almost a mile long 

near Smorgon and, with growing anticipation, awaited their chance to prove themselves in 

battle. The enemy was only 800 feet ahead, their movements visible. Finally the order was 

given to attack but no-one moved. Officers of the male units begged their hesitant rank and file 

to act but to no avail. Hours passed and eventually, with just a comparative few male supporters, 

the women decided to proceed and rushed into a hail of enemy fire advancing across the 

battlefield with remarkably few casualties.  
 

Ultimately more than half the corps joined the advance taking the first and second lines of 

German trenches. Regrettably their success was short-lived as, upon reaching the third line of 

enemy trenches, stores of alcohol were found which the war-weary male troops found hard to 

resist. The women attempted to break as many bottles as possible to prevent the men from the 

temptation of alcohol but gradually the advance stagnated. Large numbers of men retreated and 

the Germans launched a counterattack. Promised Russian relief units failed to arrive and all  
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ground gained was lost but not without fierce fighting by the women who managed to repel six 

enemy attacks. Only when they’d ran out of ammunition were they forced to retreat under fierce 

gun and shellfire scattering into the Novospasskii Forest. A number of German prisoners were, 

however, taken who were distraught, astonished and overcome with shame at being seized by 

women crying out: “Good God! Women! Damn! What a disgrace! etc. . .”  
 

 
1st Russian Women’s Battalion of Death, being reviewed by the Commander of the 

Petrograd Military District, General Petr Polovstev, with Battalion Commander  

Maria Bochkareva (also featured on the front cover) 
 

Bochkarëva’s 1st Russian Women’s Battalion of Death had definitively proved that women 

were capable of carrying out combat duties with the Commander of the 525th Regiment  

reporting thus: “The women’s battalion conducted themselves heroically in battle, consistently 

maintaining their position in the front lines, carrying out service on par with the male soldiers. 

Under attack from the Germans they rushed to counterattack by their own initiative. . . . the 

battalion provided an example of courage, bravery and composure, raised the spirits of the 

soldiers and inspiring feelings of respect and confidence”.  
  
Despite the women proving their capabilities, by the time of the Bolshevik Revolution in 

October the Provisional Government had decided that the experiment in shaming the male 

soldiers into fighting had largely failed and their interest in the scheme waned. The 1st Petrograd 

Women’s Battalion did, however, famously aid the Cossacks in defending the Winter Palace in 

December 1917 against armed Bolsheviks preparing to take it. When fighting began the 

defenders numbered around 2,500 against 10-15,000 revolutionaries . . . With the palace 

pillaged and devastated from top to bottom, ultimately the women were forced back and 

surrendered, some being submitted to an indescribable fate . . . 
 

Approximately 6,000 Russian women served and Russia became the only country to 

systematically employ women in sexually segregated military formations. The women who 

joined, at a time of great unrest, did so for a variety of reasons and from a variety of 

backgrounds, from peasants to princesses. The unusual political climate and erosion of public 

confidence in the Tsar offered them a unique chance to come together as combative units and 

there is little doubt that if there had been more leaders like Maria Bochkarëva then their futures 

may have been very different. 
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ON THE NOTICEBOARD 
 

 

AT RISK WAR MEMORIALS 
An Open Day for viewing the Memorials has been arranged  

 

 

 
 

 

for 

SATURDAY  

25th MARCH 2017 

at 

The Chancel,  

Rear of All Saints Church, 

Highcross Street, Leicester 

from 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.  

 

 

OTHER DATES FOR YOUR DIARY . . . 
  

 

Saturday, 8th April 2017 
Wigston History & Heritage Show 

Cross Street Methodist Church, 

Wigston 

  

 

Tuesday, 25th April 2017 

Friends of Welford Road Cemetery 

ANZAC DAY SERVICE, 

Welford Road Cemetery, 

Leicester 

  

 

Saturday, 24th June 2017  
Military History Live 

Adult Education Centre, 

Belvoir Street, Leicester 

 

YOUR W.F.A. BRANCH WILL BE PARTICIPATING 
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ITEMS FOR SALE 
 

BOER WAR MEDAL GROUPS OF: 
 

Private J. H. Holland, 1st Battalion, Leicestershire 

Regiment.: Queens South Africa Medal, with clasps, 

Belfast, Laing’s Nek, Defence of Ladysmith and Talana. 

Kings South Africa Medal, clasps South Africa 1901 & 

1902. Plus paper work. 

 

Private W. Purt, 1st Battalion Leicestershire Regiment: 

Queens South Africa Medal, with clasps, Belfast,  

Laing’s Nek, Defence of Ladysmith and Talana. 

Kings South Africa Medal, clasps South Africa 1901 & 

1902. Plus paper work. 

  

 

LEICESTERSHIRE YEOMANRY BOOKS 
 

 

1. An Outline of the History of 

The Leicestershire (Prince 

Albert’s Own) Yeomanry. 

Printed 1928, by Colonel G. R. 

Codrington. 

 

2. Leicestershire P.A.O. 

Yeomanry, Regimental Standing 

Orders. 

Printed 1928. 

 
3. 153rd Leicestershire Yeomanry Field Regiment R.A., T.A. 1939 - 1945. 

Printed 1947. ( this book  lists a roll of honour for the officers and other ranks, 

personnel wounded and honours and awards.) 

 

If anyone is interested in any of these items, please contact 

JOHN TAYOR 
by phone (0116-2837129), email (john.taylor643@ ntlworld.com) 

or at the Branch Meetings. 
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REFLECTIONS . . . 
 

This series of ten books on the First World War based on old picture postcard images make 

a fascinating and important addition to the range of literature on the conflict. Each one has 

around 70 illustrations with informative captions and background, and introductions that put 

the theme of each volume in context. Books are 40 pages A5 size and cost £4.95 each (plus 

£1.20 postage on any number of books).  

 

 

Current titles are: 

  

Patriotism 

Joining Up 

Tale of Two Soldiers 

Northumbria at war 

Faces 

 (personalities of 

WW1) 

Propaganda 

Yorkshire at war 

Sentiment, songs and 

silks 

Lincolnshire at war 

Women at war 

  

They are available from Reflections of a Bygone Age, 15 Debdale Lane, Keyworth, 

Nottingham NG12 5HT (Tel. 0115 937 4079 or email reflections@postcardcollecting.co.uk). 

 

 

 

PASSCHENDAELE PORTRAITS 

SOUGHT 

  
Wishing to replicate the highly successful Roll of Honour exhibited in the Soldier’s Chapel in 

Leicester Cathedral, depicting the men of Leicester and Leicestershire who fell in the Battle of 

The Somme, portraits of local fatalities to create a Roll for the centenary of the Battle for 

Passchendaele are now being sought.  

  
If you are able to provide portraits for this worthy project, please contact John Sutton on  

john.sutton20@btopenworld.com 
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A FAMILY AT WAR; FIRSTLY, THE MOTHER  
by Roy-Anthony Birch 

 

In keeping with this edition of THE TIGER, devoted to women of The First World War, I here 

pay tribute to medical personnel who served in a country whose name is now synonymous with 

the onset of hostilities but was unfamiliar to the majority in August 1914. Austria’s stark 

violation of Serbia, however, had readers of British newspapers reaching for an atlas within 

hours of the opening shots, while regular reports from the Balkans stirred others into action of 

a more practical nature in a rapidly escalating need for help. 

  
I shall shortly honour the memory of one of the hundreds of women who were determined that 

Serbia should not be ignored.  Such were the ravages of war visited on this benighted kingdom 

in the approach to 1914 that the civilian population literally cried out for aid and medical 

assistance, much as soldiers and P.O.W.s would in the wake of the Austrian incursion.  Though 

amply aware of the perils and life-threatening dangers, “our” women were eager to render their 

wholehearted support.  And neither would the apparent indifference of the British Government 

frustrate their aim.  The reaction of Dr. Elsie Inglis to the attitude of The War Office in London, 

for example, typified the resolve of organisers of British hospital units for Serbia and 

elsewhere.  Born in India in 1864 and long-established as a medical practitioner in Edinburgh, 

Dr. Inglis had proposed raising funds for the equipping of a hospital which would be placed at 

the disposal of the British Army.  But the “snag” for the authorities, we may presume, was that 

the facility would be staffed entirely by women. 

 

 

This initial rejection merely led to the service being 

offered direct to Allied governments which accepted with 

alacrity.  Thus was born “The Scottish Women’s Hospitals 

For Foreign Service”, as it was properly known, with Dr. 

Inglis appointed Honorary Secretary and the energies of 

erstwhile campaigners for women’s suffrage now diverted 

to medical relief.  With £1,000 in the coffers and the 

establishing of a single field hospital before Christmas 

1914, the scheme had raised £500,000 and opened 14 units 

well before the end of the War to augment Red Cross 

hospitals and those of various Allied nations.  But not 

Great Britain!  The first of Dr. Inglis’s units were opened 

in France and Belgium, but her focus was to shift to Serbia 

before long, largely through the influence of another 

intrepid campaigner; Miss Flora Sandes. Flora had  

Dr Elsie Inglis volunteered for service  in Serbia in August 1914 and by 

the time she returned to England in November, she was burning with a desire to leave no-one 

in doubt over the desperate plight of that far-off country.  Lord Northcliffe’s Daily Mail was 

amongst Flora’s most ardent supporters, keeping the issue in the public domain and raising 

sufficient funds for Flora to be able to return to Serbia with fresh supplies in January 1915. 

  

Meetings between Flora Sandes and Dr. Inglis, meanwhile, convinced the Scottish physician 

of the urgent need for something more regularised to be done for Serbia, This led almost 

immediately to the creation of the Serbian Relief Fund (SRF), with offices in Berners Street,  
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London, and a necessarily vast depot in the capital’s Cromwell Road, Kensington.  From late 

1914 onwards, the Fund attracted widespread public support under the auspices of an illustrious 

array of patrons and vice-presidents.  Queen Mary herself headed the list, together with Prime 

Minister Asquith and members of both Houses of Parliament: Austin Chamberlain and Andrew 

Bonar Law; David Lloyd George, and the ubiquitous Winston Churchill, etc.  The Serbian 

Relief Fund was also the organisation of which “the mother” in the title of this piece presently 

became a member; her selfless service knowing no bounds and leading to the giving of all that 

she had to the cause of “plucky little Serbia”. 

 

The future Mrs Mabel Dearmer was born in 

Caernarvon on 22nd March 1872, the daughter of 

Surgeon-Major William (Indian Army), and Mrs 

Selina Taylor Pritchard White.  Often perceived 

as a precocious and imaginative, if somewhat 

solitary, child, Mabel displayed a theatrical flair 

and a ready facility in drawing from earliest 

girlhood; gifts that she seems almost to have 

expected would lead to a professional 

career.  Slightly surprising then, that she 

abandoned her studies at Sir Hubert von 

Herkomer’s Art School in north London after just 

one year, and did so in order to be married.  Yet 

the marriage to The Reverend Percy Dearmer, 

recently ordained deacon in The Church of  
 

England, when Mabel was just 20, created no Mabel Dearmer, (then White) 1888 

impediment whatsoever to her cherished aims.  Indeed, the union may be seen as giving 

strength of purpose to both parties in their parallel careers; each one imbued with a sense of 

duty to others, in a true meeting of minds.  A sense of social justice had in fact helped forge 

the bond between them some years before the marriage, not least as they volunteered to serve 

meals to the families of striking workers during the London dock strike of 1889. 

  

Mabel’s Christian faith underpinned every channel of activity throughout her life; whether as 

constant helpmate to a parish priest or through her literary and artistic output.  Her books for 

children were an especially effective means of propagating the Gospel.  Likewise, several of 

her original works and adaptations for the stage.  A Child’s Life of Christ, first published in 

1906, was an instant success and remained on best-seller lists throughout the First World War,  

appearing alongside Kipling’s Hymns Before Action and novels by the then supremely popular 

Marie Corelli etc.  Mabel’s illustrative skills had enlivened the work of fellow children’s 

authors since the mid-1890s; her bold line-drawings and clean bright colours as attractive to 

younger readers as they were in designs for adults at a similar time.  Some of her most striking 

designs appeared in issues of Aubrey Beardsley’s innovative arts journal The Yellow Book, 

while one of her closest collaborations was with the author Laurence Housman – younger 

brother of “A.E.”, famed for his A Shropshire Lad anthology.  Laurence’s The Story of The 

Seven Young Goslings of 1899, illustrated by Mabel, became a perennial children’s favourite. 

  

A visit to Germany for the 1910 performance of the Oberammergau Passion Play evidently 

inspired Mabel to a flurry of activity as director and producer for the stage.  Her founding of 

The Morality Play Society in 1911 offered a ready outlet for her own interpretations of the  
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Nativity and Easter stories, drawing her into a preoccupation with all things theatrical over the 

next few years.  In 1913 she turned almost exclusively to children’s theatre, directing 

productions of her own Noah’s Ark story and a version of Uncle Remus’s much loved Brer 

Rabbit and Mr Fox.  Mabel was always seen to have a particular rapport with children.  But 

directing them on stage was inherently exhausting and the plays made little money.  Add to 

this the strain of having to grapple with censorship restrictions over the portrayal of Biblical 

stories “on the boards”; (her letter in The Times of 5th April 1912 argued for a more relaxed 

regime), and little wonder that Mabel felt the need to recuperate away from London. 

 
 

 

She found solace in the 

village of Oakridge, south-

east of Stroud, in 

Gloucestershire. Unwinding 

in a cottage lent by a friend, 

Mabel spent the early 

summer of 1914 in idyllic 

isolation; tending the garden 

and sharing her retreat with 

her husband Percy and their 

children on their occasional 

visits to the Cotswolds. 

Events in the wider world  

Percy Dearmer were deliberately kept at bay The Seven Young Goslings 

with newspapers strictly forbidden.  Such thoughts of Germany as might have occurred were 

more likely to have harked back to Oberammergau in 1910 than to the storm clouds currently 

threatening Europe.  Mabel’s initial response to the crisis was one of indifference.  Of events 

at Sarajevo, and alluding to Anthony Hope’s The Prisoner of . . ., she wrote: “The murder of 

an archduke meant no more to me than some tale of an imaginary kingdom like 

Zenda”.  Mabel’s incredulity on learning that Britain was actually at war was quickly tempered 

by reality.  Knowing that her sons - her only offspring, Geoffrey and Christopher, had both 

enlisted in August, she accepted that she could no longer remain aloof. 

  

We saw earlier how The Scottish Women’s Hospitals Service and the Serbian Relief Fund 

(S.R.F.) spearheaded wartime aid for the Allies.  Units of the S.R.F. were embodied with 

impressive speed and efficiency with the first, commanded by Lady Leila Paget, arriving in 

Serbia in November 1914.  But it is the third S.R.F. unit to which our attention now turns: to 

its leader, Mrs St. Clair Stobart, and to her meeting with Mabel Dearmer.  This took place at 

St. Martin-in-The-Fields in March 1915 at the conclusion of a farewell service for Mrs 

Stobart’s S.R.F. unit, conducted by Percy Dearmer.  Mrs Dearmer was briefly astonished when 

her husband told the congregation that he too was destined for Serbia.  She, however, seized 

the day and promptly volunteered to serve with Mrs Stobart, who duly accepted the offer.  Mrs 

Dearmer was thrilled to be appointed a hospital orderly: “Here was the work for which I had 

waited.  I had no doubt and no hesitation.  Every tie that could keep me in England had been 

cut; every difficulty removed from my path”.  She was ready to sail . . . . . 

 

 

TO BE CONTINUED 
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    CONTACT US 
 

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.  
 

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 
 

  

“We very much value your continued support” 
 

Valerie Jacques (Branch Secretary & Newsletter Editor) 

David Humberston (Branch Chairman) 
 

EXPLORE, LEARN, SHARE. 
 

 

 

 
Wrens mending nets . . .  

 

 
Wrens cleaning depth charges during the War . . . and delivering supplies 
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