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CHAIRMAN’S COLUMN 
 

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

 

Our cover photograph this month features the medals awarded to Lieutenant Colonel Bernard 

William Vann, one-time Assistant Curate of St Barnabas Church in Leicester, whose recently 

published biography, “The Christian Soldier” by W.F.A. member Charles Beresford was 

advertised in our February edition. Over ten years ago I undertook some minor research for 

Charles in Leicester concerning Bernard Vann and was thus very pleased not only to be 

remembered, but also to receive an invitation to the official book launch, held at Nottingham 

Castle on 24th March. 

 

 

The occasion would prove memorable in many ways. 

Firstly, Valerie & I finally had the pleasure of meeting 

Charles himself, along with other members of his W.F.A. 

branch from Chesterfield. Secondly came the 

announcement that the medals awarded to Bernard Vann 

– the three gallantry medals held in the Ashcroft gallery 

of the Imperial War Museum and the three campaign 

medals still in the possession of the Vann family – had 

been brought together for the first time in some four 

decades to grace the occasion. The subsequent invitation 

to the assembled guests to take whatever photographs 

they wished was certainly not one to be declined! Finally, 

Mr Michael Vann, Bernard’s grandson, was introduced. 

He would later conclude proceedings with a short 

reading from the very Bible taken into battle by his 

grandfather, which also contains his still-visible  

Charles Beresford signature on the inside front cover.  

 

 

The speeches were 

equally impressive. The 

author delivered an 

informative summary of 

the life and work of his 

subject, before the criteria 

required for the award of 

a Victoria Cross was 

explained in a most 

amusing and entertaining 

presentation by Michael 

Maxton, Curator of the 

Lord Ashcroft Collection 

of V.C.s at the Imperial 

War Museum. The final 
 

Michael Maxton announcement of the  Michael Vann 

morning then came from Professor Michael Snape, Professor of Anglican Studies at Durham  
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University, who explained the recent inauguration of the Vann Fellowship, designed to provide 

a living memorial to Christians in Military Service. Professor Snape concluded by speculating 

how far Vann may have advanced in the Clergy had he been spared. A hypothetical question, 

of course, but not irrelevant given that a Second World War Tank Commander, one Robert 

Runcie, M.C, was later Archbishop of Canterbury between 1980 and 1991! 

 

Brigadier Edward Wilkinson, a Trustee of the Nottingham Museum and a veteran of the 

Sherwood Foresters, then brought proceedings to a close with invitations to purchase 

autographed copies of the biography and take more photographs of the medals. Neither 

opportunity was scorned. . .    

 

 
 

Bernard Vann’s inscription on the inside cover of his Bible 

 (surely a prized item for an autograph collector?) 

 

 

Before leaving Nottingham Castle, the opportunity was taken to visit the Museum of the 

Sherwood Foresters Regiment, which also includes a recently expanded display of memorabilia 

relating to Captain Albert Ball, V.C, the Nottingham-born “ace” of the Royal Flying Corps.   

 

 
 

The Medals of Albert Ball: The V.C, D.S.O. and three Bars, M.C,  

Great War Trio with M.I.D. Clasp, Legion d’Honneur, Order of St. George (Russia). 

 

Ball amassed an even more impressive “collection” of gallantry awards in his all-too brief 

lifetime, which are shown below. With the centenary of his death fast approaching, it is intended 

to tell Ball’s story in greater detail in a forthcoming issue of “The Tiger”. 

 

D.S.H. 
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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.) 

 

 

24th April 2017  

  Guest Speaker:  

Dr John Sutton 
- 

“World War I Medical Services” 

 

 

22nd May 2017  

  Guest Speaker:  

 Dave Dunham  
- 

“Sniping in the Great War” 

 

 

26th June 2017  

  Guest Speaker:  

 Keith Jackson  
- 

“Take Only Photographs,  

Leave Only Memories: A Visit to 

the Salonika Front” 
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AN ARTIST LOST . . . 

by David Humberston 
 

 

On Sunday, 4th December 1921 the inhabitants of 

Swithland gathered to witness the unveiling of their 

village War Memorial by Captain Robert Gee, V.C. 

Consisting of an Oak Cross standing on a pedestal with 

approaching steps of Swithland slate from a local 

quarry, the pedestal lists the names of the five men from 

the village who made the ultimate sacrifice. The  dead, 

though small in number, provides not only an 

illustration of the hierarchy of village life at the time, 

but also how this was affected by the conflict of 1914-

1918. For amongst the dead were the sons of both the 

local Lord of the Manor, the Honourable Brian Danvers 

Butler, brother of the 7th Earl of Lanesborough and the 

Rector of the village Church, Henry Edward Otto  

Swithland War Memorial Murray-Dixon.  

 

Henry Edward Otto Murray Murray-Dixon, the eldest son of the Reverend James Dixon was 

born at Swithland Rectory in 1885. Known to the family as “Harry”, although to others as 

“Otto”, he was a keen naturalist, wildlife artist and a watercolour painter of considerable 

reputation, having studied under Archibald Thorburn, a famous Scottish animal and bird artist 

of the Victorian age. It is believed that Harry used an upstairs room at Swithland Rectory as a 

studio. He was one of four artists to contribute plates to J G Millais’s British Diving Ducks 

1913 and his pictures were also published in the Sporting and Dramatic Illustrated and the 

Illustrated London News.  

 

  
2nd Lt. H. E. O. Murray-Dixon, 

4th Seaforth Highlanders 

“A pair of Bullfinches amongst the blossom” 

by Otto Murray-Dixon 

 

On the outbreak of hostilities Otto is believed to have served in the United Arts Corps, a unit 

later absorbed into the City of London Regiment. He was later commissioned into the 4th 

Seaforth Highlanders and, after training, arrived at the front in January 1917. Whilst under  

 

5 

http://www.1st-art-gallery.com/Otto-Murray-Dixon/A-Pair-Of-Bullfinches-Amongst-The-Blossom.html


training at Ripon, Otto became friends with fellow Officer Norman Collins, who would later 

live to be 100 and whose memoirs were edited by Richard Van Emden and published under the 

title “Last Man Standing” in 2002. As far as Otto was concerned, Collins would later recall:  

 

I shared quarters with him and I got to know him well. He was a charming man, not a very 

efficient soldier, and could never remember to step off with the left foot on parade. Otto was a 

good artist and I remember watching him draw as we sat in a Nissan Hut. He got a jam jar 

and put some clover in it and drew a rabbit peeping out of the top; he called it “In Clover” 

and it appeared on the front page of “The London Sporting and Dramatic Magazine”. Later, 

in France, he did a sketch of a rat eating food out of a machonochie tin, and that also appeared 

in the magazine.     

 

On 9th April 1917, the 4th Seaforth Highlanders took part in the 

successful attack on Vimy Ridge, the opening offensive in the Battle 

of Arras. The successful storming of these heights is rightly 

remembered as a magnificent feat of arms by the Canadian forces 

involved but, as part of the 51st (Highland) Division,  the 4th Seaforth 

Highlanders were also involved as they advanced to the south of the 

Canadians against German lines north of the village of Roclincourt. 

Attacking at 4.45 a.m. the Battalion took all its objectives, but paid a 

heavy price. Four Officers were killed and five more wounded whilst 

59 Other Ranks fell, seven were posted as “Missing” and a further 

151 wounded.  

 

Norman Collins later commented: Otto was a very brave Officer and 

led his men over the top. As he attacked, he had his belly blown out. 

He was in great agony from what I was told. The kindest thing would 

have been to shoot him on the battlefield. Instead they took him back 

to hospital and he died a day or two later. I went to his grave about 

seventy years later.    

 

Otto Murray-Dixon died from his injuries on 10th April 1917 and was 

buried at Aubigny Communal Cemetery Extension, close to the   
Casualty Clearing Station where he was taken. He lies in Plot VI, 

Row A, Grave 7.   

2nd Lt. Murray-Dixon 

 

The Reverend James Murray-Dixon recorded his death in the Swithland Church Registers as 

follows: “Henry Edward Otto Murray Dixon, at the age of 31. By someone – somewhere in 

France – a man of peace, he fell in war giving his life for others”. A carved Oak Screen was 

later erected in Swithland Church in his memory.  

 

His obituary in The Times confirmed “His whole life was devoted to artistic pursuits and 

natural history and he attained a high position among the bird painters of the country”. In 

1995 one of his painting was auctioned by Christies and sold for twice the estimated price at 

£1,265.In November 2009, it was reported that New Walk Museum, Leicester, was holding 144 

of his works on loan from the family. One hundred years on from his passing, let us pause to 

remember him and the talent we lost that day . . .  
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CENTENARY CALENDAR 
 

MAY 1917 
 

2nd – Ireland: First United States destroyer flotilla 

arrives at Queenstown (now Cobh), Cork; France:  

Third Battle of the Scarpe and the Battle of 

Bullecourt begin. Both form parts of the Battle 

of Arras – Scarpe soon over but there is 

protracted fighting at Bullecourt. 

4th – France: French forces recapture Craonne 

on the Chemin des Dame ridge. 

5th – France: The bulky and unmanouverable 

Saint Chamond tank makes its first appearance 

in battle. Plagued by several design faults, 400 

were built; Macedonia: Battle of Vardar 

begins. 

7th - English Channel: British warships 

bombard Zeebrugge, Belgium, a major base 

for German destroyers and submarines; 

France: Captain Albert Ball, one of Britain’s 

leading aces with more than 40 victories to his 

credit, is shot down and killed. 

9th – France: General Robert Nivelle’s failed 

attack along the Chemin des Dames is brought 

to a close. French losses total some 187,000 

men and some front-line ordinary soldiers, 

suffering from low morale, have mutinied; 

Greece: Serbian and French troops launch an 

attack on Macedonia. Little progress made 

and, with casualties totalling 14,000 by 23rd, 

there is growing disquiet over the competence 

of the commander, France’s Maurice Sarrail. 

10th – Britain: Prime Minister, David Lloyd 

George, forces the Royal Navy to institute the 

convoy system to protect merchant ships from 

U-boat attack. Recent losses are rising 

alarmingly and threatening to isolate Britain. 

12th – Italy: Chief of Italian General Staff, 

General Luigi Cadorna, finally initiates the 

delayed 10th Battle of the Isonzo. Lasting 10 

days and in the face of mountainous terrain and 

stubborn Austro-Hungarian resistance, little 

ground gained; USA: General John Pershing 

appointed commander of the American 

Expeditionary Force which is being formed to 

fight on the Western Front. He expects the  

number of American troops in France to reach 

one million by May 1918 and is planning a 

force of thrice that number if war continues.   

15th – France: General Robert Nivelle is sacked 

as Commander in Chief and replaced by hero 

of Verdun, General Henri-Philippe Petain. 

Petain moves quickly to quell the mutiny. He 

listens to grievances, promises to improve 

conditions and arrests some ringleaders. Some 

50 men are tried and executed. Germans fail to 

learn of mutiny until it’s almost over and are 

unable to take advantage of situation; Adriatic: 

Austro-Hungarian warships commanded by 

Captain Miklos Horthy, later the dictator of 

Hungary, attack several Italian vessels sailing 

off the Albanian coast. Fourteen are sunk 

before allies intervene, forcing Horthy to 

intervene. 

18th – USA: Congress passes the Selective 

Service Act which allows for the registration 

and selective draft of men aged between 21 and 

30. 

21st – Britain: The Imperial War Graves 

Commission is formed following the 

preparation of a draft charter for the Prince of 

Wales’ Committee for the Care of Soldiers 

Graves by Fabian Ware.  

23rd – Britain: Marking a new chapter in 

strategic bombing, 16 long-range German 

Gotha bombers attack London from their bases 

in Belgium. Darkness foils the attack but the 

twin-engined aeroplanes drop their bombs east 

of the capital killing some 100 Canadian troops 

at a military base.  

26th – Mediterranean: HMHS Dover Castle 

torpedoed and sunk by German U-boat UC67 

on passage from Malta to Gibraltar. The initial 

explosion kills seven boiler stokers, but the 

crew are able to evacuate the wounded onto 

HMS Cameleon. 

30th - East Africa: General van Deventer 

succeeds General Hoskins in command of 

British forces in East Africa. 
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“SONG OF A SOCK” AND OTHER THREADS . . . 
 

With ANZAC Day fast approaching, we are delighted to include the following poem, brought 

to our attention by Lynn and Brian Roffee 

 

This anonymous poem below was based on one which was found in a pair of socks sent to 

ANZAC troops during the Great War. It was officially forbidden to include any messages or 

identification in knitwear sent to the Front, but it is highly likely that a volunteer from the 

Australian Branch of the British Red Cross Society knitted this pair of socks and wrote that 

poem. Many women responded to the war effort by knitting socks and scarves; helping the 

wounded and supporting their dependants. The poem reads: 

 

Knitted in the tram-car, 
Knitted in the street, 

Knitted by the fireside, 
Knitted in the heat; 
Knitted in Australia 

Where the gum tree grows, 
Sent to you at Anzac, 

Just to warm your toes. 
 

Knitted here and knitted there 
With this soft refrain 

‘May the one who wears them 
Come back to us again’ 

Knitted by the seaside 
Knitted in the train, 

Knitted in the sunshine, 
Knitted in the rain, 

Knitted in Springtime 
Where the wattle grows 

Sent to some brave soldier 
Out at Anzac Cove 

 
Knitted here and knitted there 

With the glad refrain, 
‘May the one who wears them 

Come back to us again’ 
 

The Australian Branch of the British Red Cross was founded by Lady Helen Munro Ferguson, 

wife of Sir Ronald Munro Ferguson, then Governor-General of Australia. The ballroom of 

Government House was taken over for Society purposes and Lady Helen was made a Dame 

Grand Cross of the British Empire (GBE) for her War work.   

 

 

Born in 1865, Lady Helen (nee Blackwood) was the 

eldest daughter of Frederick Temple Blackwood, who 

was raised to the peerage in 1871 as the 1st Marquess of 

Dufferin and Ava. The Marquess had a distinguished 

career in the British Colonial Service, including the posts 

of Governor-General of Canada and Viceroy of India.  

 

Two years later, Frederick’s mother, Helen, Baroness 

Dufferin and Clandeboye, (nee Sheridan, and 

granddaughter of poet Richard Sheridan) died of breast 

cancer. As a memorial to his mother, Frederick built 

“Helen’s Tower” on the Clandeboye estate. During the 

Great War, men of the 36th (Ulster Division) trained on 

the estate and a replica of the tower, the Ulster Tower,  

Lady Helen Munro-Ferguson was erected in their memory near Thiepval in 1921. 
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In addition to Lady Helen’s work in Australia, other family 

members were also active during the conflict. Lady 

Helen’s sister, Lady Hermione, served as a nurse in France 

and was later awarded the Médaille de la Reconnaissance 

Française (Medal of French Gratitude) for her services. 

Their brother, Lord Basil Temple-Blackwood, who had 

formerly illustrated the children’s books of Hilaire Belloc, 

served as a 2nd Lieutenant in the 9th Lancers and fought at 

Mons before being badly wounded in October 1914. 

Whilst recovering from his wounds, he served in the 

Intelligence Corps before acting as Private Secretary to the 

Lord Lieutenant of Ireland in 1916. Returning to active 

service as a Lieutenant in the Grenadier Guards, Lord 

Blackwood was killed during a raid on German trenches 

near Boesinghe, on the northern edge of the Ypres Salient   
on 4th July 1917. He is commemorated on the Menin Helen’s Tower, Clandeboye 

Gate Memorial to the Missing.  

 

 

The youngest brother, Frederick junior, also had a 

distinguished military career. Awarded a D.S.O. and twice 

Mentioned in Despatches during the Boer War, Frederick, 

was appointed Military Secretary to the Governor-

General of Australia, his brother-in-law Sir Ronald 

Munro-Ferguson, before serving as a Staff Captain in the 

Household Cavalry Brigade. In 1916 Frederick 

transferred to the Special Reserve of the Grenadier Guards 

and was then seconded to the Machine Gun Corps as an 

Instructor in 1918.    

 

Succeeding to the family title in 1918 following the death 

of his second bother, Terence, Frederick, by now 

President of the Ulster Ex- Servicemen’s Association, was 

present at the unveiling of the Ulster Tower near Thiepval 

on 19th November 1921, shown left. He would perish in 

an air crash in July 1930.  

 

Lady Helen Munro-Ferguson maintained her Red Cross connections long after her return to 

Scotland in 1920. When she died in 1941, The Times received the following tribute from 

“Anzac”: 

 

Not only by virtue of her station but by natural capacity she was in every sense a leader of 

Australian women and during the stress of those anxious times she taxed herself  

almost to breaking point in the service of the Australian nation. 

 

As we gather to commemorate ANZAC Day, may we include Lady Helen in our thoughts . . .  
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ON THE NOTICEBOARD 
 

 
 

IMPORTANCE NOTICE 

CHANGE OF MEETING DATE 

 
Will Members please note that, due to circumstances beyond our 

control, the date for our AUGUST Meeting will now be: 

 

WEDNESDAY 23rd AUGUST 2017 
 

All other details remain unchanged 

 

 

 

 

OTHER DATES FOR YOUR DIARY . . . 
  

 

Tuesday, 25th April 2017 

11.00 a.m. 

Friends of Welford Road Cemetery 

ANZAC DAY SERVICE, 

Welford Road Cemetery, 

Leicester 

 

Please meet at the Visitors Centre at the 

Cemetery entrance on Welford Road 

by 10.30 a.m.  
 

  

 

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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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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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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A FAMILY AT WAR;  

CONTINUING WITH THE MOTHER  
by Roy-Anthony Birch 

 

In March 1915, the elegant 18th century church of St. Martin-in-The-Fields, just off London’s 

Trafalgar Square, was the venue for a farewell service for The Serbian Relief Fund’s 3rd 

Hospital Unit, soon to set sail for Europe.  Picture the scene: a packed congregation with a 

group of 40 or so medical staff – mostly women, and a generous proportion of literally well-

heeled civilians with more than a sprinkling of the titled and a fair percentage of those with 

more modest means, united in support of a struggling yet undaunted Ally.  Then as now, many 

would have been content to lend support via the cheque book or in the sorting of bales of clothes 

and bedding intended for displaced persons and P.O.W.s.  Worthy enough, in its way.  But 

others, like the St. Martin’s contingent, stood ready to adopt a “hands on” role, quite unafraid 

of direct contact with hospital patients and equally dismissive of acknowledged wartime risks. 

  

Their number was about to be augmented by Mrs Mabel Dearmer, wife of The Reverend Percy, 

who had conducted the farewell service and while doing so, had announced that he was to 

accompany the Fund’s 3rd Hospital Unit during its deployment to The Balkans.  Leaders of the 

Unit apparently knew that Percy Dearmer had just been officially appointed Chaplain to British 

hospitals ministering in Serbia, whereas Mrs Dearmer was reportedly astonished by the news, 

albeit momentarily.  With the scales swiftly falling from her eyes she saw that this was the very 

opening for which she had waited.  Her deliberate arm’s length distance from the War had 

steadily abated during late 1914 and indeed, she had been one of the noble army of sorters of 

donations for Belgian refugees arriving in Britain.  But the idea of closer involvement in any 

of the multiplicity of quasi-military women’s organisations would have been anathema to her 

pacifist philosophy: “I do not hate the enemy; I hated the spirit that made war 

possible”.  Nursing and allied disciplines however, with their ethos of care without regard to 

race or partisanship, were the ideal channel for the conscientious non-belligerent. 

 

 
Mabel Dearmer 

A nurse’s uniform or similar was 

therefore one of the few which Mrs 

Dearmer could have adopted without 

compromising her principals and she 

accepted that of a hospital orderly without 

demur.  Less impulsive was the head of 

the Relief Fund’s 3rd Hospital Unit in 

accepting Mrs Dearmer as a 

volunteer.  Mrs Mabel St. Clair Stobart 

and Mabel Dearmer had been friends for 

years and the former had certain 

misgivings over the latter’s ability to  
 

Mabel St Clair Stobart 

adapt to drastic change.  Would the eminently sophisticated fur-clad figure now standing before 

her in St. Martin’s be able to exchange her comparatively comfortable pre-War milieu for any 

number of unimaginable hardships, even for a limited time?  Mrs Stobart was amply acquainted 

with the rigours of overseas service, both in South Africa and having led a pioneering women’s  
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hospital corps in Bulgaria during the 1912 Balkan Wars.  But she was duly persuaded of Mrs 

Dearmer’s resilience, and that she too would cope. 

  

Members of the S.R.F.’s 3rd Hospital Unit left Southampton during the Easter weekend at the 

beginning of April 1915.  They disembarked at Boulogne and, with an overnight stay in Paris, 

they were in Marseilles by April 6th: “Lots of soldiers about; lots of uniform; but the shadow 

of war not so heavy here as in Paris”, according to Mrs Dearmer.  Then to Malta – “Goats 

everywhere” and “women in queer black veils”, and on to Athens to view the Acropolis 

etc.  Reading her diary one feels that Mabel Dearmer was in for a rather rude awakening in 

Serbia and that Mrs Stobart’s misgivings had not been entirely misplaced.  Mrs D. hardly seems 

to have renounced the good things in life; waiting for the chamber maid to give her a bath while 

in bed in her room in Marseilles, and staying at one of the best hotels for dinner with 

Champagne in Malta!  Yet the realities of war rushed on; ships massing in Lemnos harbour and 

the unit’s own vessel, completely blacked out, stealing through minefields before berthed at 

Salonika on April 17th.  

  

In writing of sick and wounded men laying two or sometimes even three to a bed or similarly 

packed on straw mattresses in corridors or being laid directly onto bare stone floors, some 

might think I allude to hospitals conditions at Scutari in Miss Nightingale’s day.  I actually 

evoke something of the almost identical scenes facing S.R.F. units in all manner of buildings 

on their arrival in Serbia; not only Lady Paget’s first contingent in November 1914, but through 

successive crises in a four-year deployment.  Serbia’s own medical services and personnel had 

been savagely depleted during the 1912 Balkan Wars and continued to be during the atrocious 

winter of 1914-15.  Sheer exhaustion routinely undermined the immunity of the comparatively 

well.   

  

Resources seldom matched the need, irrespective of the influx of British aid and in spite of an 

apparent easing of the initial crisis in Spring 1915.  While the Serbs had repulsed the Austrian 

onslaught of 1914, the casualty toll was overwhelming and the taking of over 70.000 P.O.W.s 

greatly exacerbated the problem.  Even the unwounded had to be stripped and thoroughly 

disinfected and, where practicable, patients also had to be “paraffined” and deloused.  Routine 

operations – many undertaken by British women doctors and nursing sisters, more often than 

not involved amputation rather than attempts to save a limb.  Time allowed for little 

else.  Wounds festered and often became gangrenous through the failure of dressings to be 

regularly changed.  The sight of orderlies tearing and cutting donated sheets and shirts into 

bandages and slings etc. was far from uncommon. 

  

Hygiene was always of paramount importance and was seen and heard to be Mrs St. Clair 

Stobart’s defining creed.  Her hospital, a.k.a. “The Stobart Hospital Mission to Serbia”, was 

established on the peacetime racecourse in the town of Kragujevac and received its first 25 

patients on April 30th 1915.  For the first few weeks at least, the hospital took only the wounded, 

as opposed to the sick.  But with the constant risk of infection being brought into its environs 

on the boots and clothing of the ostensibly non-contagious, for example, no protective measure 

could be too extreme.  Likewise, the need for fastidiousness in personal hygiene amongst the 

staff; care in using the latrines and the safe disposal even of the water used for brushing teeth, 

rather than leaving it to stagnate on the ground.  Mabel Dearmer was fulsome in admiration of 

her chief, for whom cleanliness consistently ran The Almighty a close second:  In a letter to a 

friend she wrote: “Mrs Stobart is frightfully keen on coming out of this without losing one of  
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us – she works day and night at her precautions.  If the unit comes back whole it will be the 

first to do so.  It would be mean to go and die and spoil its chance of winning such a reputation, 

wouldn’t it”. 

  

Mrs Stobart was equally admiring: “Mrs Dearmer carried out her assigned tasks 

impeccably.  She never asserted herself as Mrs Dearmer, but kept scrupulously to her new 

part”.  And the part that Mrs Dearmer played was of some importance.  Of the almost 70 tents 

and marquees comprising the Stobart Hospital, two were reserved specifically as linen stores 

and Mabel Dearmer was placed in charge.  Her duties were broadly akin to those of a. 

quartermaster, issuing fresh clothes to patients discharged from the hospital and ensuring the 

supply of clean sheets etc. to the wards. 

  

Fear of contamination from beyond the hospital fostered another of Mrs Stobart’s initiatives in 

the creation of a chain of roadside dispensaries.  Sufferers from conditions such as typhus, 

typhoid, tuberculosis, and diphtheria, and strains of sometimes virulent dermatological 

disorders, were thus kept away from in-patients, while “outsiders” found relief, if not cures.  Up 

to 100 civilians a day covered miles by ox-cart or on foot to one of the dispensaries between 

Kragujevac and Belgrade in what might now be described as “a win-win situation” for all 

concerned.  To an extent, no doubt.  Yet disease still found a way into Mrs Stobart’s Kragujevac 

encampment; symptoms of the familiar and long-dreaded typhus being diagnosed on June 

1st.  Mrs Dearmer became ill on June 8th, with “a silly little fever without a name”.  Her 

ailments puzzled the doctors in failing to conform to the usual typhus pattern, - periods of 

delirium and intermittent loss of consciousness and a soaring of the temperature before the 

crisis passed.  On June 12th, however, Mrs Dearmer’s mysterious fever was clinically defined: 

- Enteric.   

 

The last entry in Mrs Dearmer’s diary, dated June 

15th 1915, was a feebly-written postscript to one 

for the previous day.  She died of enteric fever and 

pneumonia on July 11th, aged 43.  Her funeral 

service - as much a celebration of her life, was 

held in Kragujevac’s Serbian Orthodox Cathedral 

where the congregation included a representative 

of the Serbian royal family.  Mabel was interred 

in Kragujevac alongside Sister Lorna Ferris, 

another of Mrs Stobart’s staff who had died on 

July 4th, and Dr. Elizabeth Ross, a Scottish 

volunteer at a local fever hospital who had died in 

February.  These deaths did nothing whatever to 

tarnish the reputation of the redoubtable Mrs 

Stobart’s Hospital Unit, in spite of Mrs Dearmer’s 

expressed anxiety quoted above.  On the 

contrary.  Such sacrifices testify to the selfless  

Service of what have rightly been called “women 

 
The graves of Mabel Dormer, (left) 

Elizabeth Ross and Lorna Ferris. 

of true grit”, whose example has been widely emulated by subsequent generations.  There can 

surely be no more fitting memorial. 

 

(Other members of the Dearmer family will be featured in future “TIGER” articles). 
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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 

Deadline date to ensure inclusion in your next Tiger = Friday, 12th May 2017 
  

“We very much value your continued support” 
 

Valerie Jacques (Branch Secretary & Newsletter Editor) 

David Humberston (Branch Chairman) 
 

EXPLORE, LEARN, SHARE. 

 

 
 

ANZACS IN THE SNOW!!! - BULLECOURT, APRIL 1917 
 

The above diorama, housed in the Australian War Memorial in Canberra depicts the events of 

the First Battle of Bullecourt on 11th April 1917 when the 4th Australian Division attacked 

snow-covered ground on the Hindenburg Line near the village of Bullecourt. They advanced 

without artillery support, but with the assistance of a dozen Tanks. In spite of the failure of 

most of the tanks to reach the German line, the Australian infantry seized two lines of German 

trenches, before being halted by increasing German resistance. Let down a second time by the 

failure of their own artillery to fire on the German counterattacks, the Australians, having held 

the enemy trenches for several hours, were driven back to their starting line with the loss of 

over 3,000 men.  

16 

mailto:foft@live.co.uk

