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CHAIRMAN’S COLUMN 

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

 

 
The Unknown Officer 

Our cover photograph this month features a portrait of  a young 
Officer of  the Leicestershire Regiment, who served in the Great 
War. The frame in which the portrait is displayed is edged with 
black decorative moulding, suggesting this young man lost his 
life in that conflict. Unfortunately, with the passage of  time, the 
name, and therefore the identity, of  this Officer has now been 
lost to history, unless any reader can advise us to the contrary . . 
. 

 
As Eric Bogel questions in his haunting lyrics to “The Green 
Fields of  France”: 

 
. . . Or are you a stranger without even a name  

enshrined forever behind a glass pane 

in an ould photograph torn tattered and stained,  

fading to yellow in a brown leather frame? . . . 
    

  
Sadly this particular instance is only one of  many, as post-card size portraits of  unknown 
servicemen, no doubt acquired from once-treasured family albums, can be found for sale at most 
antique and memorabilia fairs throughout the country. Whilst the morale of  the story is to annotate 
the reverse of  all old family photographs for the sake of  posterity, this appears to have come too 
late for our gallant Officer and his comrades in arms. If, however, anyone does recognise this 
young man, please contact us via “The Tiger” and we will pass the information on to the new 
owner of  this magnificent portrait. 

 
Our forthcoming Meeting will see us complete a quarter of  our 2019 Programme of  Branch 
Meetings and it has been particularly pleasing to see our attendance numbers continue to rise on a  
month-by-month basis. This is very gratifying for all concerned in running the Branch as, at the 
very least, it suggests our actions are meeting with your approval. Many thanks, as always, for your 
continued support!   

 
May I now alsoadvise you all that, even following for a most enthusiastic response to our propsed 
Branch outing to the W.F.A. Spring Conference and A.G.M. at R.A.F. Cosford on 27th April, there 
are seats still available on our Coach if  anyone wishes to join us that day. Whilst further details are 
again given on Page 5 of  this Newskletter, may I also reiterate that non-members are welcome to 
attend both the Conference and the Museum and are only excluded from voting in the A.G.M. 
itself. Any interested parties are therefore invited to contact Valerie as soon as possible.   

 
D.S.H 
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PARISH NOTICES 
 
 

FORTHCOMING BRANCH MEETINGS 
The Elms Social & Service Club, Bushloe End,  

WIGSTON, Leicestershire, LE18 2BA 
 7:30 p.m. – 9:30 p.m. (Approx.) 

 

 
25th March 2019  

Guest Speaker: John Stanyard 

Three V.C.’s in Two Armies 
 

A welcome return to our Branch for Retired Corps Sergeant 
Major John Stanyard from Kettering Salvation Army 
Church, who will tell the stories of  three Salvation Army 
members who won the ultimate award for gallantry during 
the Great War.  

 

 

 

29th April 2019  
Guest Speaker: Alan Robinson  

The Battle of Verdun 
 
The longest Battle of  the Great War was fought around the 
city of  Verdun between February and December 1916. 
Tonight we welcome battlefield expert Alan Robinson on his 
inaugural visit to our Branch to deliver his presentation on 
the first of  the great “attritional” battles of  the Great War  

 

27th May 2019  
Guest Speaker: Megan Kelleher  

The Commonwealth War Graves 

Commission 
 

Regular visitors to the Great War battlefields are familiar 
with the beautifully maintained Military Cemeteries cared 
for by the staff  of  the C.W.G.C. In her presentation, Megan 
Kelleher will recount the history and on-going work of  the 
Commission, one century after its founding. 
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OTHER DATES FOR YOUR DIARY . . . 
 

 
 

SATURDAY 
23RD MARCH  

2019 

 
 

 

 

 

AT RISK  
WAR MEMORIALS  

OPEN DAY 
 

The Chancel,  
Rear of  All Saints Church, 
Highcross Street, Leicester 

 

11.00A.M. – 4.00P.M. 
 

Visit www.atriskwarmemorials.co.uk  
for further details 

 
 

 
 
 

SUNDAY 
24TH  MARCH  

2019 
 
 

 

Leicester & Rutland Family History Society 
Open Day & A.G.M. 

 

The Charles Palmer Suite 
Leicestershire County Cricket Club 

Grace Rd 
Leicester 
LE2 8EB 

 

10.00 A.M. – 4.00 P.M. 
Visit www.lrfhs.org.uk  

for further details 
 

YOUR BRANCH WILL BE AMONGST THE 
EXHIBITORS 

 

 
 
 

THURSDAY 
25TH  APRIL  

2019 
 
 

 

Friends of  Welford Road Cemetery 
ANZAC Day Service 

 

Welford Road, Leicester 
LE2 6BF 

 

10.30 A.M. for 11.00 A.M.  
(Meet in the Cemetery Visitor Centre by 10.50) 

 

Visit www.fowrcl.org.uk  
for further details 

 
YOUR BRANCH WILL BE IN ATTENDANCE 
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BRANCH VISIT TO  

WFA 2019 SPRING CONFERENCE & A.G.M. 

 

Members will no doubt have seen the following in their latest WFA Bulletin: 
 

 
 

We are offering a Branch trip to the above by Coach, departing at 8.00 a.m. 

from our Meeting venue, The Elms, where private cars 

 can be parked for the day without charge. 
 

The cost of a seat will be 

£12.00 per person 
  

Non-Members of the WFA 

wishing to visit RAF Cosford & Museum are most welcome to join us. 
 

Please forward your cheques payable to  

W.F.A. Leicestershire & Rutland Branch  
to  

Miss Valerie E Jacques, 

21, Britford Aveue 

WIGSTON 

Leicestershire 

LE18 2RF 
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THEODORE BAYLEY HARDY 
(PART II) 

Compiled by Colin Kilgour 

 
The adjutant of the 8th Somersets described Hardy's response 
to the situation that night. "About 11 p.m. the Germans were 
shelling our position very heavily. About the worst I have ever 
known and the crying of the wounded and dying such that I 
shall never forget. This went on until about 3 a.m. the next 
morning. Amid those terrible scenes, that 'Saint of God' 
remained the whole time, helping to bandage the wounds and 
to carry the wounded to a dressing station some 3 to 400 yards 
away, which was also being badly shelled.  
 
The next morning the shelling had abated and looking around 
to see what damage had been done, I saw a man on the ground, 
some little way off. It was the Dear Old Padre. At first we 
thought he was dead but no. He had worked all night until he 

 
Theodore Bayley Hardy 

was absolutely exhausted and dropped down where he had been working.  
 
We woke him, wishing to take him back where he could have food and rest, but he insisted upon 
first burying those who had fallen during the night and nothing would persuade him to leave until 
this was accomplished”.  
 
The exhausted Lincolns & Somersets were relieved by the 13th Rifle Brigade. They were to have 
two weeks rest before rejoining the line. Yet after only one night's rest, the 13th Rifle Brigade 
discovered that one man had returned - a small elderly Padre 
  
One of Hardy's characteristics was an extreme difficulty in finding his way about, which added 
greatly to the distance covered by him and consequently to the fatigue and difficulty of any task.  
He made his way out into No Man’s Land and remained there between 36 and 48 hours by the 
side of a soldier who had been bogged and was three parts submerged in the mud. He fed him to 
keep him alive and worked with others the whole of the following night trying to free him. Hardy 
had specifically returned to that soldier as he could not forget what he had witnessed before. 
Knowing that wounded men still lay trapped in the mind, he could not abandon them. Rescue of 
these poor souls imprisoned in slime could only be attempted at night  
 
A Lt. Col. wrote “Following an attack on July 31st Hardy assisted in extricating these poor fellows 
and in getting some food to them: on the third morning he was reported missing and could not be 
located for many hours. He was eventually found lying exhausted and asleep in a wet shell hole 
near the front line; so exacting had his labours been for the two previous nights he had collapsed 
from sheer fatigue”.  
 
All the men except one had been brought in. He had in fact stayed with a dying man during the 
day as well as the night, talking to him, encouraging him, feeding him and enduring rifle fire at 
close range as well as machine gun fire. One of the party organised by Hardy was killed. He had 
himself suffered a broken wrist, his left arm was in splints - but would not abandon the man until 
death intervened. All of this was under the worst weather conditions. Much to Hardy’s  
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astonishment, he was awarded the D.S.O. Vallings felt the award would have been a V.C. if 
sufficient eyewitnesses could have been found. 
  
With typical compassion, Hardy felt that if anybody should have had a medal it was the young lad 
in the mud. Theo and other men had crawled out to within 70 yards of the enemy. Very shortly 
after, Hardy was to win another award; this time the Military Cross in October 1917 for rescuing 
a group of severely wounded men under heavy artillery fire. The event took place near the 
notorious Hill 60, as he was passing an artillery battery, on his way inevitably to the front line.  
 

 

Vallings witnessed what happened:  
 
“The Boche bombardment was appalling, 
absolute hell. But on this occasion, as on many 
another, Hardy's calm confidence was an 
inspiration. He received most deservedly the 
Military Cross and two RAMC men, the 
Medal”.  
 
In due course, Theodore was presented with 
his D.S.O. and M.C. much against his wishes  Hill 60, 1917 

and indeed under protest. The CO of 8th Lincolns wrote “His retiring nature made it almost a 
penance to wear those ribbons which most of us would give our right arm for'. The commander 
of the 63rd Infantry Brigade noticed that Hardy would 'place his left arm across his breast to hide 
his decorations when he was speaking to a soldier who himself had no such award”. 
  
Wherever his own battalions were relieved, Hardy would stay in the front line with the relieving 
battalion. He was 'handed over as a trench store'. The Somersets Sgt Maj Yaw wrote: “It was of 
course vital that companies in the line were supplied with rations, water etc and for that we used 
carrying parties. A very difficult job for men, getting stuck in the mud of Passchendaele. Hardy 
would ensure that he went up with these carrying parties, his main objective being to help the men 
with their loads. For a man of 54, the physical stress must have been punishing.  
 
Many a night he carried up rations for a fellow who was not so able as the others. Once rations 
were handed over, he would proceed to the outpost line, where he would remain until it was too 
light to stay any longer. He always remained the longest in the dangerous places, cheering 
everybody up as he visited each post.  
 
"It's only me boys" he would say. He would bring cigarettes and sweets - and sometimes read to 
us. He would take letters back to post for us”.  
 
The CEO of the 8th Lincolns: "He was as nearly a true Christian as one can ever hope to meet on 
earth. He appealed to us all, both officers and men, by his absolute fearlessness, physical and moral, 
and by his simple sincerity and lack of cant or humbug. We loved him for his self-effacing devotion 
to duty".  
 
In late March 1918 came news of the massive German attack to the south in the area of the Somme. 
Hardy's two battalions were rushed south to reinforce the line. They found themselves in 
Gommecourt looking across to the shattered stumps of Rossignol Wood. Rossignol being French 
for “nightingale” ….. but not much beauty on display at this time.  
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They attacked the wood on a wet and black night - and met with stiff resistance. As midday came, 
the enemy was reinforced and the Lincolnshire had to withdraw to their original front line. As the 
battalions regrouped and counted heads, it became clear the Padre was missing. Speculation grew 
that the man they called 'the unkillable' would not be returning but as dusk approached a small 
figure was seen coming out of the wood from amongst the enemy lines.  
  
He had spent the day lying within ten yards of an enemy machine gun post, comforting a wounded 
man and Germans could be heard talking and laughing in a pillbox. Hardy had now come back to 
ask for a volunteer to go with him to rescue the man. A sergeant promptly agreed and they crawled 
in silence to where the man lay. Somehow, both old enough to be his father, they managed to get 
him back to the safety of the Somersets' trench. Despite this ordeal Hardy would not rest, as the 
London Gazette VC citation records.  
 
Hardy was awarded the VC for four separate 
incidents, all involving rescuing the wounded, 
in Rossignol Wood on 5th April and in 
Bucquoy at the end of the month.  
 
The Brigadier wrote 'I consider that the 
behaviour of these battalions which were 
composed largely of very young soldiers, was 
beyond all praise'. When told he was to get 
the VC, Hardy replied "I really must protest". 
Sgt G Radford, who assisted him was 
awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal  

 
Rossignol Wood 

and other accolades were also made. 
 
The award of those other medals busied the Commander of 37th division with accumulating the 
facts leading to Hardy's award.  
 
In response, the Padre was enthusiastic in his praise of the rank and file. However on interviewing 
the men named by Hardy, the Major-General concluded that he had been the inspiring spirit during 
the heavy shelling and that Hardy deserved his VC award three times over, the mens' gallantry 
being nothing to his.  
 
The Gommecourt, Hebuterne and Bucquoy sector continued to be a most uncomfortable and 
difficult part of the line and three more events took place on 25th, 26th and 27th April in or near the 
ruined village of Bucquoy and all resulted in the saving of life.  
 
An infantry patrol had gone out to attack a previously located enemy post in the ruins of the village. 
Hardy was there at Company HQ and hearing firing and without anyone knowing, followed the 
patrol - and some 400 yards behind our front line of posts in the dark, found an officer of the 
patrol dangerously wounded. He would probably have bled to death had Hardy not found him 
and made a tourniquet from his knife cord. 
  
Enemy patrol activity was very lively, penetrating between the wounded officer and our front line 
and capturing three of our men. Hardy remained with the officer until he was able to get assistance 
to bring him in.  

TO BE CONTINUED 
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BROMPTON REVISITED  
by David Humberston 

 

My recent visit to Brompton Cemetery, recounted in the previous edition of  The Tiger, proved to 
be a very visual reminder of  our country’s rich military history. Another headstone to catch my 
eye that day was that of  Lieutenant Colonel Edwin Sandys D.S.O, whose story is a stark illustration 
of  what was later recognised as “survivor-guilt”. 
 
Edwin Thomas Falkiner Sandys was 40 years of  age when he 
led his Battalion, the 2nd Middlesex, into battle on the fateful 
morning of  1st July 1916, at the beginning of  the Battle of  the 
Somme. Sandys already harboured deep reservations on the 
effectiveness of  the British preliminary barrage on the German 
positions andmade his feelings known to his superiors. With his 
Battalion due to attack the German trenches across the widest 
part of  “Mash Valley”, near the village of  La Boiselle, Sandys 
spent many hours at an artillery observation post on Ulna Hill 
staring at the German wire, becoming increasingly morose and 
depressed.  
 
The subsequent attack saw his worst fears realised, with the 
Battalion incurring casualties of  22 Officers and 601 men, that  

 
Lt.Colonel Edwin Sandys 

figure including 280 fatalities. Sandys, wounded five times himself  that day, was invalided home 
to recover, but his torment had only just begun . . . 
 
Frequently declaring that he wished he had fallen with his men, on 6th September Sandys took a 
room at the Cavendish Hotel in London, having written to an associate that “I have come to 
London today to take my life. I have never had a moments peace since July 1st”.  Later that day, 
Sandys was discovered with a self-inflicted gun-shot wound and was taken to St George’s Hospital, 
where he died seven days later. At the inquest, held on 15th September, the Coroner recored a 
verdict of  “suicide whist temporarily insane”. A few days later, the posthumous award of  a D.S.O. 
and a Mention in Despatches were announced. Sandys was buried in Brompton Cemetery. 
 

 

 
The headstone of Lt. Colonel Sandys, 

Brompton Cemetery  
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ON THE NOTICEBOARD  

 

 
 

 

Following his excellent presentation at our January meeting, our speaker that evening, Rev. 

Nigel Cave, contacted us with suggested volumes for anyone seeking further information on 

the American Expeditionary Force. A second selection of a more general nature was also 

included, and this is now shown below:  
 
Good books from recent months: (In both cases I edited them, so I make my interest clear!) 
 

 

Fighting the Somme: the German’ Army’s Challenges, Dilemmas 

and Solutions, by Jack Sheldon.  
 

We have had seemingly endless discussions in recent years about 
how the British fought the Somme and analysis of  the generals and 
Haig’s thinking - but very little on the Germans, who had a very 
challenging time themselves. This is not a big book but does 
illustrate the problems that the Germans faced and how they reacted 
to them at the highest level of  command. Although perhaps biased, 
I suspect that this was amongst the most important, if  not the most 
important, of  the Somme books that came out in a torrent in the 
Centenary.  

 
 
 

 

 

Defending the Ypres Front 1914-1918: Trenches, Shelters and 

Bunkers of the German Army, by Jan Vancoillie and Kristof  
Blieck.  
 

This book was first published in Dutch a few years ago and I got 
Jan to work with me on a translation and a slightly expanded 
version. Jan is a young, very knowledgeable Belgian military 
historian. I have never seen a book before that looks at how the 
Germans constructed their defensive systems. This book gives a 
flavour of   the huge infrastructure that was involved. It also traces 
the evolution of  the defence systems and the changes in doctrine 
as a result of  the evolution in weapons throughout the war. The 
two hundred or so photographs are outstanding and there is full 
colour where appropriate (e.g. for the mapping). 
 

 

Our thanks go once again to Nigel for his excellent presentation and his  

subsequent recommendation of these books. 

 
 
 
 

10 
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ATTENTION ROCK MUSIC FANS! 
 

Ryan Dunn, from Leicester Rock Band Gazelle has advised us of  the following: 
 

“We have shot a music video dedicated to the Leicestershire Regiment shot in 

a replica trench in Kent owned by Andy Robertshaw. The uniforms we used also 

appeared in the Speilberg film “War Horse”. The names and photos displayed 

at the end of the video are relatives of the members of the Band”.   
 

 
 

The video and single, entitled “Guilt Trip Gun” can be viewed on You Tube at 
https://www.youtubebe.com/watch?v=DncliP311iq 

 
 

 
 

 

WANTED! 
 

 

 
 

 

Any unwanted Back Issues of  
either “Stand To!” or “The 
Bulletin” would be most welcome 
for use in promoting the Branch 
at the various local History Fairs 
which we attend throughout the 
year. 
 

If  you can help us with this please 
bring them along to our next 
Branch Meeting! 

 

Valerie & David 
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KEEPING THE FAITH IN TIME OF TROUBLE 

by Roy-Anthony Birch 

  
One hardly needs an encyclopaedic knowledge of  World War 1 history to appreciate the 
significance of  certain dates: Sunday April 25th in the Aegean and Friday May 7th off  The Old Head 
of  Kinsale, for example, with the first marking the beginning of  surely the most unprofitable Allied 
offensive of  the War and the second, the destruction of  a vessel in circumstances which continue 
to excite controversy, even today.  Similarly, 13th May and 13th October in 1915 and 14th July 1916 
will be for ever engrained on the memory of  we who honour the sacrifices of  The Leicestershire 
Yeomanry and of  our own “Tigers” Regiment, just as April 1st and April 21st, both from 1918, are 
landmark dates for 1914-18 aviation buffs. April 1st, we recall, witnessed the inauguration of  the 
Royal Air Force through the amalgamation of  the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air 
Service on what happened to be Easter Monday that year, while the 21st of  the month brought an 
end to the exploits of  25-year-old Manfred von Richthofen; the legendary “Red Baron”, of  “Flying 
Circus” fame. 
  
Such thoughts remind me that April 21st 2019 will be Easter Sunday; for true believers, the most 
important date in the Christian calendar, surpassing even December 25th.  For without the 
Resurrection and the prospect or “gift”, as some see it, of  Everlasting Life, there would be no 
Christianity, at least as we now know it, and for all that church attendance and the profession of  
Faith are significantly diminished in our own time, I am frequently reminded of  their importance 
to the general population 100 or so years ago.  And for those engaged in the fighting, Christian 
principals and observance, imbued from childhood, took on a supreme and often unparalleled 
importance, with many a uniformed man now looking to his Army Chaplain as the very 
embodiment of  a Spiritual guide.  
  
Not that the Padres sang in unison, as if  “from the same hymn sheet”, regarding attitudes to the 
War, anymore than the troops were necessarily as one in their appreciation of  the clergy.  With a 
nucleus of  just 117 Chaplains in August 1914, by August 1918 there were 3,416, and always with 
a clear majority from the established Church of  England: refuge of  the officially uncommitted; 
the ubiquitous “C of  E”.  This, of  itself, often made for uneasy relationships between Padres and 
men, with many of  the former having lived manifestly sheltered middle-class lives, leaving them 
ill-prepared to minister to the vast and complex congregation currently embroiled in an all-
consuming War. 
 
One who above all had the “common touch” was the Reverend Geoffrey 
Studdert Kennedy M.C., renowned and affectionately remembered still 
as “Woodbine Willie” (1883-1929).  Himself  the son of  an Anglican 
minister from a poor parish in Leeds, Kennedy advised a Chaplaincy 

colleague newly-arrived in France to “Take a box of fags in your 

haversack and a great deal of love in your heart and go up to 

them.  Laugh with them, joke with them.  You can pray with them 

sometimes, but pray for them always”.  The Woodbines were an 
immensely effective calling card; helping to overcome shyness on either 
side, while Kennedy’s approaches were undeniably genuine.  Here indeed 
was a man who prayed both with and for his men unceasingly; kneeling 
beside them in the trenches before going with them literally shoulder-to-
shoulder over the top and doing the same for the wounded in shell holes 
and C.C.S.s: Christianity in practise, as well as preached. 

 
“Woodbine Willie” 
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Other Padres, both at home and abroad, did little to endear themselves to officers or 
“Tommies”.  Frank Richards, of  the Royal Welch Fusiliers, for one, cast aspersions towards clerics 

who “encouraged combat without participating in it”, thinking them “a funny crowd.  They 

prayed for victory and thundered for the enemy to be smitten, hip and thigh, but did not believe 

in doing any of the smiting”.  Siegfried Sassoon, also of  the Royal Welch/Welsh, was similarly 
unimpressed by the supposed climax to a send-off  by a stay-at-home Padre; the poet capturing the 
words with the head-shaking air of  one who had heard it all before and no doubt would again: 
“And now, God go with you.  I will go with you as far as the station”.  And that, apparently, was that! 

  
In time, diversity became as much a characteristic of  the Chaplaincy as of  the Army itself, with 
Roman Catholics especially, seen to have a natural rapport with working-class “Tommies”, while a 
variety of  Non-conformists - Wesleyan and Primitive Methodists, Baptists, and Presbyterians, 
added to the mix.  Neither should Jewish Padres and Salvationists be forgotten.  All were 
commissioned officers, from the Chaplain General, equivalent to a Major General, at the head, to 
Chaplain 4th Class, equivalent to a Captain.  Although, officially, Chaplains were unarmed, instances 

such as that recorded in 1918 of  a Welsh Non-conformist “indulging in rapid fire from a shell 

hole at fleeting enemy targets” - (Tommy by Richard Holmes p. 516), were not unknown.  Far 
more typical and appropriate to their calling were the innumerable acts of  courage and 
extraordinary unselfishness demonstrated by other gentlemen of  the cloth. 
 

 

We, in Leicestershire, have our own shining example.  Cyril Barnard 
Wilson Buck M.C., Army Chaplain 4th Class, had been attached to 
the 1st/5th Leicesters since 1916 and was with them for one of  their 
most valuable contributions to the fighting on The Western Front, 
helping to breach the hitherto seemingly unbreachable Hindenburg 
Line.  As part of  46th North Midland Division, the 1st/5th’s attack on 
the shattered village of  Pontruet in September 1918 fell within what 
history now records as “The Battles of  The Hundred 
Days”.  Launched at 5 a.m. on the 24th, troops encountered far stiffer 
opposition than expected, including snipers, while dense and 
lingering fog also impeded progress until the 1st/5th were temporarily 
withdrawn.  By September 29th, however, with operations having 
moved on and now with tanks in support, the crossing of  the St. 
Quentin Canal was comparatively straightforward.  Ultimate 
objectives such as Bellenglise, Knobkerry Ridge, and Magny, were 
secured towards dusk on the 29th, but the casualty toll was now  

Rev. C.B.W.Buck 

(courtesy of John Taylor) 

significantly higher, many being sustained as the Battalion stood in exposed positions some 600 
yards beyond Magny, awaiting re-enforcements from 39th Division. 
  
A unit from The IXth Tank Battalion had been hit and burst into flames at much the same time, 
drawing down an increasingly intense artillery bombardment onto men and machines nearby.  One 
crewmember from the blazing tank, though seriously incapacitated, crawled to the Regimental Aid 
Post set up in a sunken road by the M.O., Captain Jack, and The Reverend Buck in mid-
afternoon.  And it was from here that the Padre sprang forward, disregarding the shellfire and the 
gas, hoping to rescue or at least be able to comfort the remaining tank crew, still trapped within 
the inferno.  But he was hit, multiple times, almost immediately and died within the hour at the 

very R.A.P. he had helped to establish: “conscious to the last, but not in great pain”. 

  
His instinct for knowing where help was needed typified the man and neither, it seemed, was there 
ever a thought for his own safety.  Around noon on the 29th, for example, he materialised through  
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the mist at just the right moment, weighed down with rations; “very hot and very angry at being 

shelled”.  Reflecting on the incident, Captain J.D. Hills, chronicler of  the 1st/5th wrote: “It is 

impossible to imagine what we should have done without runners, signallers, or batmen, to say 

nothing of the food”.  Warmer still was his appreciation of  the Padre’s sense of  duty and that of  
the M.O. alongside him he remained throughout the action against Pontruet on September 24th, 

“though their valley was almost continuously shelled and never entirely free from gas.  The 

devoted work these two did that day is beyond description and too great for praise”.  Paying 
tribute to the 38-year-old Padre, Captain Hills noted that during all his time with the Battalion 

“there was never a trench or outpost that he had not visited, no matter how dangerous or 

exposed.  He had been O.C. Games, Recreation Room, and often Mess President: a thorough 

sportsman and a brave soldier.  We felt his loss keenly”.  Captain The Reverend C.B.W. Buck 
M.C. now rests in Busigny Communal Cemetery Extension (grave ref. V. C. 6), in northern France.  
 

We stay in northern France for the setting of  
one of  the 1914-18 War’s most moving 
tableaux; for a religious service held not in the 
splendour of  Amiens Cathedral, say, nor in a 
church, either ruined or otherwise, or, as 
often depicted, in a barn or a field; but in a 
subterranean chapel on the eve of  the Battle 
of  Arras.  The chapel had been prepared by 
British troops for the celebration of  Holy 
Communion on Easter Sunday, April 8th 
1917, and occupied only a modest portion of  
what was, in effect, an underground city 
whose population of  some 24,000, at its 
height, mirrored the pre-War civilian 
population above ground.  The extensive 
living and working accommodation had been 
adapted by British and Empire servicemen 
from the worked-out cavities of  chalk pits to 
create a vast network of  caves, one of  which 

was indeed likened to “a cathedral” by one 
who was there.  The whole was made 
habitable through the installation of  
electricity and a reliable water supply for 
effective sanitation etc., while an 
underground railway facilitated  

 
The Underground Chapel 

(After an original sketch by Lieutenant W.J. 

Allum, originally published in The History of 

The Suffolk Regiment 1914-1927) 

the movement of  troops and the distribution of  supplies.  (The rail system covered some 12 miles 
or 19 kms, so giving an idea of  the scale of  the undertaking overall).  
 

Early in October 1916, the Royal Engineers began a series of  topographical surveys which soon 
revealed the potential for the now exhausted quarries to serve as “holding stations” for troops in 
the 1917 Spring Offensive.  The New Zealanders created two principal sectors; Ronville and Saint-
Sauveur, shoring up the vaults with local timber to prevent collapse.  Areas within the sectors 
(capable of  holding up to 4,000 men) were named after the engineer’s home towns to produce 
what have been described as “underground ghost maps” of  England - London, Liverpool, and 
Manchester, and of  New Zealand - Nelson, Blenheim, and Wellington; site of  the Easter Day 
chapel.  The various chambers were linked by communication tunnels and labyrinthine passages, 
with the tunnellers sometimes reckoned to have cut around 80 metres per day.  All was completed  
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within six months, with stairs and exits in readiness for the coming Battle.  The walls of  the caves 
retain many drawings and names, often of  sweethearts, as well as prayers etc., engraved by the 
troops prior to the battle.  One readily imagines them writing letters home, and an atmosphere of  
quiet contemplation gradually pervading the quieter corners, against a background of  preparation 
for what must come.  
 

Picture then, the Padre to the 2nd Bn. The Suffolk Regiment, the Reverend George Cecil Danvers 
M.C., framed in candlelight on Easter Sunday 1917, distributing the wafers and the wine to many 
for whom this would be their final Communion.  Picture too, as I do now, the soot from those 
same candles still visible, for certain, 90 years later, on the chalk pillar near to where the Padre 
stood, and still visible, even now, one likes to think, as if  bearing witness to the Faith of  the 
Communicants of  102 years ago.  (I am greatly indebted to Mr Taff  Gillingham, Chairman of  the 
Suffolk WFA, who first identified it, for the detail on the Chapel itself). 
 

I end with a verse from one for whom faith, if  such it was, lay far above and beyond the established 
church or religious dogma.  Nature itself, with its cyclical renewal, and the gentler evolution of  
landscape, were his inspiration; seen as much in his wartime poetry as in any of  his pre-War work, 
but now with an element of  pathos appropriate to its time.  Not for Edward Thomas, late of  the 

Royal Garrison Artillery, the “gas corrupted lungs” of  a Wilfred Owen or the sometimes sneering 
cynicism of  a Siegfried Sassoon.  Yet Thomas was as much a War poet as any of  them: more 
reflective and more subtle, usually; but no less sincere and certainly no less memorable.  In 
retrospect, the sentiments here can apply as much to Thomas himself  as to countless others.  Aged 
39, he succumbed to shellfire when an explosion apparently expelled all the air from his body, but 
left no mark.  This was on the opening day of  The Battle of  Arras; Easter Monday, April 9th 1917. 

 

 
Edward Thomas 

 
IN MEMORIAM 

 
“The flowers left thick at nightfall in the wood this Eastertide 

Call into mind the men, now far from home, 
Who, with their sweethearts, should have gathered them 

And will do never again”.  (Easter 1915) 
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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 19th April 2019 
 

“We very much value your  

continued support” 

EXPLORE, LEARN, SHARE 

16 

http://www.leicestershireandrutlandwfa.com/
http://www.leicestershireandrutlandwfa.com/
mailto:foft@live.co.uk
mailto:foft@live.co.uk

