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INTRODUCTION

Nearly a century ago, in August 1914, at the end of a golden summer Great Britain slipped into war. Dragged into that conflict were the lives of millions of men who would serve overseas as regular soldiers, territorials, wartime volunteers – and by 1916 – conscripts. More than ¾ million of them never returned, and many times that number were wounded, went sick or had their futures changed forever by what they had seen on the battlefields of the Great War. It was a conflict that affected the population in a way that no other war ever had, and the echoes of it in some ways continue to this day.

In thirty years of visiting the battlefields of the Great War, and researching those who fought on them, my work as an historian has uncovered many fascinating individuals. This book gives me the opportunity to tell a few of those stories, which for so long have deserved to be known by a wider audience. But of course no single volume, and certainly not one detailing the lives of just twelve men out of millions who served, could ever hope to completely portray the experience that was the Great War. But this book takes these twelve men and hopes to retell in part what the war was about.

How were these men selected, and why? Vernon Austin takes us to the early days of the war and the Battle of Mons, where the first shots were fired. His death in Northern France once the war had become stagnant reveals attitudes to the burial of the dead that would influence later policy, and see him being one of only a handful of fatalities who were repatriated home. The story of the Wadhurst Company from rural Sussex shows how just one day of battle could have a profound effect on a locally recruited unit, and for the first time highlights that arguably Wadhurst suffered proportionally more than any other community in Britain. The Great War was not just about big battles and the life and death of Greek Cypriot Ectos Maffuniades exposes the myth of ‘all quiet on the Western Front’. In the same vein, a static war saw the re-introduction of old methods of warfare, and the experience of William Hackett VC sheds light on the often forgotten underground war beneath the Western Front.

Big battles are also important, as they in many ways define our view of the war, and the stories of Rifleman Frank Davies and Private Henry Penn tell the great tales of the Somme and Passchendaele, two names that continue to resonate down the ages. The Western Front wasn’t the only theatre of war, and Coburn Cowper’s three years abroad help explain fronts such as Salonika and Palestine. Aside from showing the naval involvement, Fred Stoneham’s chapter exposes the sacrifice of men from the Royal Naval Division at Gallipoli in 1915. Life above the battlefield is seen through Robbie Clarke’s service with the Royal Flying Corps – an even more important story as Clarke was the only Afro-Caribbean pilot to fly for Britain in the Great War.

Finally, it was important to see how the war affected men in different ways. Frank Plumb, mutilated by a shell fragment, became an early ‘guineas pig’ when he had his face rebuilt through plastic surgery. Ernest Hopcraft shows how soldiers could be complicated men, often walking a fine line between villain and hero. And Great War poet Ivor Gurney survived the war despite two wounds only to be tortured by his experience of it until his dying day, becoming as much a casualty of the war as those who fell in battle.

They are but twelve tales, yet among the twelve is the Great War in microcosm and hopefully the reader will find some insight into their own Great War family members, which is why at the end of each chapter there is an explanation of how the research for that story was conducted. This will point those interested in military genealogy in the right direction, and highlight some of the major sources used in any research into this subject.

The legacy of the Great War is all around us even if at times we barely notice it. It invades our speech with verbal currency from the trenches. Our landscape is sometimes dominated by its memorials. Streets bear the names of many of its most infamous battles and even now each year the nation comes together on a crisp November morning as local stone is splashed with the red of poppy petals. But the voices of that war have passed from us; they are silent now, with the death of Harry Patch, the ‘last British Tommy’. But the echoes of him and so many other Great War lives go on. If life can have meaning then I hope this handful of stories will mean something to those who never met a man who went to war during those defining years of 1914–18, and bring into sharp focus a generation the like of which we shall probably never see again.

Paul Reed

www.battlefields1418.com

www.twitter.com/sommecourt

Kent and The Somme





A GUIDE TO GREAT WAR RESEARCH

Although details of how the stories of the twelve men described in this book were researched are located at the end of each chapter, a short overall guide to the main sources available is found below. The Internet has made research a great deal easier, but many records are still not online, and may not be for some years to come, and in some respects nothing really substitutes for research in original documents. The majority of these undigitised records are located at The National Archives (TNA) at Kew, London, an archive open to all and a visit to which is highly recommended.

Starting Point – Medals

At first, with only a name and the smallest details, starting research on a Great War serviceman can seem daunting. The place to begin is always within the family; try to find their campaign medals, ask around for photographs and documents and speak to family members who may have some details. From there the Medal Index Cards should be used to research men in the Army. These can be seen on microfiche at TNA and online via Ancestry and TNA’s Documents Online site. This will provide you with the basic details of the man concerned, and for the Army the next step would be to consult the Medal Rolls in WO329 at TNA. These normally provide the battalion for infantry soldiers, and for men who served in Corps, some other information is normally located here. Naval personnel are not found on the Medal Index Cards unless they were later commissioned in the Army, so the starting point for them are the Naval Medal Rolls in ADM171 at TNA. These are currently not online, but there are plans to make them available in 2010/11.
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A Medal Index Card for a soldier who died in the war showing the typical information found in this source: military details and information on medals. (Michelle Young, Western Front Association)





Did He Die in the War?

Having checked the serviceman’s medal entitlement, did he die in the war? If so, the next step is to check his details on the Commonwealth War Graves Commission website at: www.cwgc.org. This site lists all those who died while serving in a military unit during the Great War, confirms their military details, occasionally gives additional information such as age and next of kin, and shows where they are buried or commemorated. The site also explains the fantastic work the Commission does worldwide in maintaining cemeteries and memorials. Further information can then be traced in Soldiers Died in the Great War (with a separate volume for officers), which is now available online via several sites such as Ancestry, FindMyPast and Military Genealogy. A digitised version was also produced on CD-ROM and is available at many reference libraries.

Service Records

Service records of ordinary soldiers in the Army were badly affected by bombing in the Second World War, and many were lost. These records were held for many years by the Ministry of Defence at Hayes. These were transferred to class WO363 at TNA and became known as the so called ‘Burnt Documents’. The Ministry of Pensions had also retained many records and these form class WO364, the so called ‘Pension Records’. At a conservative estimate together they probably account for less than 60 percent of those who served, so there are many gaps. Both classes have been digitised and are available on Ancestry, but can also be consulted on microfilm at TNA. Officer’s records are only available as original documents in WO339 and WO374 at TNA, with an index in WO338. Naval Records are in ADM188 and can be downloaded at Documents Online, along with service records of Royal Marines and men from the Royal Naval Division. None of the Admiralty papers were damaged in the Second World War, and remain complete. Royal Flying Corps and Royal Air Force records are available in AIR79, with RAF officer’s records available at Documents Online.
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Wartime photographs of soldiers in the possession of your family can help with research, and provide vital clues about units.





Operational Records

All branches of the armed forces kept records of their movements and engagements during the war. In the Army and Royal Naval Division these were known as War Diaries. For the Army and some Royal Naval Division units they are in class WO95 at TNA. Many have now been digitised and can be downloaded from TNA’s Documents Online for a small fee. A few of the Royal Naval Division diaries are in class ADM137, but mainly cover 1914–15 when the division was in Belgium and Gallipoli. Royal Navy ships kept Ship’s Logs, but these are not as detailed as war diaries and have a low survival rate because many ships were lost at sea; surviving examples are in ADM53. Squadron records of units in the Air Force are in AIR1 but are far from complete, and for some no diaries exist at all. However, some Squadrons have published histories or privately published accounts exist, and it is worth contacting the RAF Museum to see what they have in their archives.

Army, Navy and Air Force Lists

The details of men who were commissioned as officers were published in Army, Navy and Air Force lists during the war. For the Army there were two types of Army List, a Monthly and a Quarterly one. The Monthly Lists contained every commissioned officer showing who he was serving with, often which battalion if he was in an infantry regiment, along with his rank and date of commission into that rank. Indexes make it easy to find a name. Quarterly Lists were also published and normally only contained regular Army officers, but featured much more information, especially in the January edition which had summaries of officers’ war services. Navy Lists were monthly and showed rank and ships or shore stations attached to, along with dates of commission. Again they had an index, but there is no equivalent of the Army Quarterly Lists. Until 1 April 1918, when the RAF was created, officers from the Royal Flying Corps and Royal Naval Air Service were listed in the Army and Navy lists respectively. Thereafter, the Air Force List was created which contained details of all those commissioned in the RAF, showing rank and date of commission, but no information about what squadrons a man was attached to.

Honours and Awards

By the end of the Great War a whole collection of gallantry medals were available that could be awarded for brave and meritorious conduct on and off the battlefield. No award could be made without a written recommendation, but sadly these documents were lost in bombing during the Second World War. It therefore means that for most gallantry medals no form of ‘citation’ is available. However, details of all such medals were published in the London Gazette and for most awards, with the exception of the Military Medal and Meritorious Service Medal, a citation is usually shown. The London Gazette is available on microfilm at TNA and on the Internet at Gazettes Online. The online index can be tricky to use, and sometimes it is worth putting in the soldier’s regimental number to find him. Pages are presented in PDF format and can be printed off and saved.

Rolls of Honour and Newspapers

Both during and after the Great War local Rolls of Honour were published in many locations across Britain. Schools, colleges, universities, factories, coal mines and even shops and insurance companies published details of those who served. Many featured biographies, obituaries and photographs and some contain considerable information not found in other sources. When the conflict was over one publishing company tried to take this further by producing ‘The National Roll of the Great War’. The plan was to publish a volume for every town and city, but constraints of time and cost meant that only a handful was ever produced. While the ‘National Roll’ is now available online at sites such as Ancestry, very few other rolls of honour are. Some are found in the Project Guttenberg source for digitised books, but the majority can only be located in local study centres, county record offices, the Imperial War Museum and the Society of Genealogists’ library.

Contemporary newspapers are a very much underused source for Great War research. In the early years of the war when censorship was virtually non-existent they contain a huge amount of information and usually include lists of local men serving, often along with photographs. Obituaries of local men killed at the front are found in these sources, and frequently letters from the front and information on those given gallantry awards. Some local newspapers still exist, and a call to their offices will ascertain whether they have any back issues available, normally on microfilm. The most complete collection is found at the National Newspaper Library at Colindale in North London, a part of the British Library. Local indexes enable the visitor to ascertain quickly what newspapers were published in their area.

Websites

The expansion of the Internet over the past decade has opened up Great War research in a way that was not previously possible. It has also resulted in literally hundreds of websites dealing with research, battles and battlefields, units and war memorials, to list but a few of the many themes reflected in sites. It is always worth remembering that Internet sites are unedited and should always be treated with some caution, but some recommended sites are detailed below.

Commonwealth War Graves Commission: www.cwgc.org

The Commission website includes the ‘Debt of Honour’ Register, which lists all those who died in the Great War and where they are buried or commemorated. It is therefore a starting point for servicemen who died. The site also has details of every cemetery and memorial.

The Long, Long Trail: www.1914–1918.org

Chris Baker’s site is arguably one of the most important on the Internet from a Great War perspective. It includes details of every regiment and corps, every division and guides to many other aspects of the war. It should really be the starting point and reference guide to any form of Great War research on the Internet.

WW1 Battlefields: www.ww1battlefields.co.uk

Alan Jenning’s site is well constructed and an excellent starting point and guide to visiting and researching the Great War battlefields with many useful links.

The Great War Forum: http://19141–918.invisionzone.com/forums/index.php?

Created in 2002 and having thousands of members including many published authors, this is the site to visit if you have what you think are unanswerable questions on your research.

Geoff’s Search Engine: www.hut-six.co.uk/cgi-bin/search1421.php

Geoff Sullivan has created a fantastic tool for researchers which enables you to search fully the Commonwealth War Graves Commission website, producing, for example, lists of men from specific regiments who died on a specific day, or producing a list of every man whose details include mention of a specific city, town or village.

Roll of Honour: www.roll-of-honour.com

A well-researched and truly massive website with details of British war memorials listing those who died. While it does not cover every location and every memorial, it is an important and useful site.

The Western Front Association: www.westernfrontassociation.com

Formed in 1980, the Western Front Association is a organisation for anyone with more than a passing interest in the Great War. It produces a high-quality journal and newsletter, and has branches all over the United Kingdom. The website is packed with information.

Museums

While few museums have records of individuals (a notable exception being the Guards Museum) they can be good sources of supplementary material, especially images. The break-up of county regiments since the 1960s has meant that many regimental collections have become fragmented. These are sometimes found in County Record Offices, but most regimental museums do have something, even if it is just a collection of photographs. The majority can be found online, and contact made. Remember that such institutions are often staffed by volunteers so be patient when waiting for a response, and if contacting them by mail, enclose an SAE.

Museums such as the Imperial War Museum, National Army Museum, Royal Air Force Museum and Naval Museum at Greenwich (all located in London) are useful to visit to gain a wider context but they all have archives and reading rooms, which can be useful in your own research. While they are unlikely to have details of your own relative, they may hold papers of a man who served with him, which would give useful background to the experience of those who served at the same time. They may also have photographic archives for general images connected with the places and battlefields on which he served.
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The Western Front, 1918.





Chapter One

THE BOY WHO CAME HOME

Lieutenant Vernon James Austin, Royal Field Artillery

The years before the Great War saw a rise in the ownership of the motor car, something that is taken for granted a century later. One pioneer at the centre of this development was Sir Herbert Austin. Austin was born in Buckinghamshire, but grew up and was educated in Rotherham, Yorkshire. In the 1880s he was seduced by an uncle’s stories of Australia and persuaded his mother to let him depart for Melbourne, where he became an engineer working on engines and machinery to aid in sheep-shearing. He married Helen Dron in December 1887, and they had three children: a son, Vernon, and two daughters. Vernon was only a few months old when the family moved to England, where his father began pioneering work on the development of a popular motor car. He took over an old print works at Longbridge, near Birmingham, a location that would become synonymous with the British car industry. By 1908 he had seventeen models in production, and the company was a success, earning Herbert a significant income. The market for these cars was not the working man; it would be several years before Austin cars were affordable to ordinary families. In the Edwardian period the market was clearly the rising middle classes and those in the upper echelon of society, like the Austins, as the average Austin car cost several hundred pounds; a small fortune prior to 1914.

As Herbert Austin’s business flourished, his family was growing up as well. From their home outside Birmingham, Vernon left for school and was initially educated at St Cuthbert’s, Malvern, and in September 1907 went to the King’s School in Canterbury. King’s was a fee-paying boarding school, considered one of the finest in the country. Located in the centre of the city of Canterbury, the tower of the medieval cathedral was visible from the school grounds. But Canterbury in Edwardian times, as it is today, was a city of contrasts. Urban life could easily be exchanged for the rural idyll very quickly, as the countryside around the city was dotted with small villages, country lanes and hillside walks. Vernon developed a great love of Canterbury, and he was described by a master at the school as: ‘always a quiet, reserved boy he spent his two years here in the Engineering Class, preparing to take his place in his father’s Motor Car works, and perhaps few of his contemporaries knew his amiable disposition, his keen intelligence, and his grit’.1
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Vernon Austin in pre-war dress uniform mounted on his charger.





Leaving the school in 1909, he went on to further education in Leipzig where he studied engineering. At this time the reputation of German universities among the English middle and upper classes was supreme, and although diplomatic relations between the two countries was strained even then, it gave Vernon an insight into a country that a few short years later Britain would be at war with.

On his return to England, Vernon’s family were now living at Lickey Grange, Bromsgrove. This large rambling country house was a clear sign of Vernon’s father’s success. Now a young man, Vernon became increasingly interested in motor cars, and not just driving them round the lanes of rural Worcestershire. He became passionate about racing them as well. Motor racing, like the cars, was very much in its infancy at this time, but Vernon Austin may well have gone on to become one of its famous pioneers if he had survived the war. Indeed, in 1914, just at the world went to war, Vernon was set to depart for Russia to take part in a race there, but it was not to be. The hand of war brought the golden age of the Edwardian middle classes to an end.

While at King’s School, Vernon had joined the School Cadet Corps. All schools like King’s had such an institution where the boys of the school could learn the rudimentary elements of military service, duty and drill. It was often seen as a good grounding for a future career in the military. Vernon, however, given his wish to work for his father and pursue his interest in motor racing, had no such desire, but in late 1911 joined the Special Reserve of Officers. This was created in 1908 as a successor to the Militia; young men could agree to serve in the Army, undergo the required training, but it was not a full-time commitment. Aside from the training, regular periods of refresher training and camps, the individual was free to continue with their normal civilian life. The War Office paid the person concerned, but the catch was in time of war these men could be called up and would be able to go straight into the Army and immediately serve – being fully trained. For Vernon this was an ideal situation as he could fulfil the patriotic duties befitting someone of his class and background, and continue life in Edwardian Britain.

But Europe soon descended into war. On 4 August 1914 Britain declared war on Germany, and all those in the Special Reserve were called up for immediate service. Vernon had his commission in the Royal Field Artillery, and he was at once posted to the 22nd Battery, 34th Brigade Royal Field Artillery on 5 August. The 22nd Battery, and 34th Brigade, were one of three artillery Brigades in the 2nd Division. This regular Army infantry division had a number of support units, as was common in all such formations. As part of its complement there were three artillery brigades, to provide fire support. Each Brigade, like the 34th, was made up of three Batteries – like Vernon’s 22nd Battery. A battery consisted of six field guns; in the case of the 22nd these were the 18-pounder field guns, the standard field gun of the British Army at this time. Vernon was one of 198 officers and men in the battery, which was commanded by a major. In his role as a lieutenant, Vernon would have been responsible for a section of two guns in the Battery. While they were based in Aldershot, there was only a matter of days for Vernon to acclimatise to life as an artillery officer, get to know the men in his section and meet his fellow officers before the Battery departed for France. Loaded up at Southampton, Vernon disembarked at Le Havre on 17 August 1914, less than two weeks since he had been mobilised.
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A British artillery brigade, equipped with 18-pounder field guns, during the Retreat From Mons, August 1914.





With the guns unloaded they were limbered up, each limber pulled by four horses. On horseback, riding his own mount, Vernon would have accompanied his gun section along the cobbled roads of France as they pulled out of Le Havre. Their orders came down from Divisional Headquarters, and were simple but direct; ‘The Division would move on the morrow towards its allotted place in the line of battle.’2 This took Vernon and his gunners along the Roman roads in Northern France, through many small towns and villages where the French locals greeted them with cheer, but no doubt with a slight look of nervousness. Finally, on the 21st they reached the Belgian border, and crossed into the country for which Britain had gone to war a few weeks earlier. Their destination was the small village of Givry, only a few miles beyond the border.

Givry was south-east of the city of Mons, where the commander of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), Sir John French, had decided to concentrate the assembling units of the BEF while he ascertained exactly where the advancing German forces were located and what the plans of his French counterparts might be. Britain had been prepared for war in 1914, and a plan to mobilise an expeditionary force of several infantry divisions, cavalry, artillery, engineers and support troops and bring them across to the continent had been formalised several years before. It has been successfully put into place, and, as per plan, French had taken the BEF to a point just west of the main French army. While shipping to get the BEF to France had not been a problem, moving it from the ports to the front line had been. Little rail transport was available and units like the 22nd Battery had had to make their own way to the battle front.

Upon arrival, the six guns of the 22nd Battery were dug in just east of the Givry–Mons road. The front line was just under 3,000yd ahead of them at Vellereul le Sec, where the men of the 1st Royal Berkshires and 1st King’s Royal Rifle Corps were in hastily prepared firing trenches. While this may seem like a long way, the effective range of Vernon’s 18-pounders was more than 6,500yd, and up to 7,800yd when dug in, as they were here. Field guns largely fire indirectly; over a battlefield and on to a target beyond. The gunners manning the artillery pieces cannot possibly see targets over that sort of distance, so one of Vernon’s jobs was to establish an Observation Post (OP) at a vantage point that overlooked the battlefield and frontline, where he could see the enemy forces and link that OP via a static telephone line, provided by the signallers in his section. As the gun teams dug in, Vernon went off across the fields on horseback and found a suitable site for the OP on the rising ground towards Vellereul. With 176 rounds per gun at the gun sites, more than 800 per gun available from the Divisional Ammunition column, all was set for the first engagement.

On the morning of 23 August 1914 the Battle of Mons began and Vernon and his gunners saw action for the first time. For the infantry he was supporting in the front line it was a fairly quiet day. They saw no direct sign of the units of 18th Infantry Division advancing towards them, but instead witnessed the harassment of their own artillery by the German guns: ‘Enemy’s artillery opened fire … and searched the ground all round our artillery, kept up for about 1½ hours. Got a little sleep [until] enemy opened artillery fire again on our artillery, but not on infantry trenches.’3 Incredibly, the 22nd Battery came through unscathed but a sister battery in the Brigade lost two officers and ten men.4 It was an odd sort of day, as the divisional historian recorded:

When darkness fell on the 23rd the 2nd Division had done little or no fighting. Casualties certainly were sustained, but excepting artillery duels, the Division cannot be said to have joined action with the enemy. The casualties were caused mainly by the artillery fire of the enemy, who searched the ground thoroughly over which his infantry was to advance.5

But the position had been held and no ground given up. It therefore came as something of a surprise the following day when Major General C.C. Monro, commanding 2nd Division, received instructions from Sir John French to begin a withdrawal. Monro discovered that his chief had received a telegram from General Joffre, his counterpart in the French army, that the Belgian town of Namur had fallen and the French Fifth Army had evacuated Charleroi. On both of Sir John’s flanks French forces were pulling back, and he had no choice to do likewise, or risk being surrounded and wiped out. The Retreat from Mons had begun.
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Vernon James Austin, 1914.





Vernon and his gunners at Givry no doubt received the orders with some surprise. They were soon to discover their departure was not immediate, as the field guns of the division were to cover the withdrawal of the infantry. On the morning of the 24th they opened fire at 4.45 am, and this continued into the late morning as the infantry got away. Gun sites were then abandoned, equipment checked and guns limbered, and Vernon’s section was on the road again with the rest of the Battery. Several problems faced Sir John’s men on this retreat. The roads in the area suitable for the sort of transport an artillery battery required were limited. It had been manageable on the way up, but now in the hour of retreat the roads were crowded with men and equipment of every type of unit. Spending a night in the nearby town of Bavai, where the Battery once again guarded the withdrawal before moving off, the next obstacle was the mass of the Mormal Forest. This huge area of woodland split the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in two, with Lieutenant General Haig’s I Corps, of which the 2nd Division was a part, using roads and tracks to the east of it, and Lieutenant General Smith-Dorrien’s II Corps to the west. On the 26th as the 22nd Battery was crossing the Sambre River, and as the Retreat was going well, Smith-Dorrien’s Corps stood and fought at Le Cateau. The noise of that battle would have been heard by Vernon and his men, but on they went. The Retreat from Mons would take them along the roads of France on a journey the equivalent of going from Louth to London. For days there was no fighting, only endless slog. For the gunners of the 22nd Battery life was easier than for the infantry, who were on foot; at least they travelled by limber or on horseback. The divisional historian recalled that the long line of troops were,

sleep-starved men, almost dropping from fatigue; of miles trudged uncomplainingly along hot, dusty roads; of broken nights and early morning startings before the sun had risen. Proud in the knowledge that whenever he had joined action with the enemy he had beaten him off, and had inflicted far heavier losses than he had suffered, the British soldier did not question the reason why he continually had to retire; it was an order, and, as such, to be obeyed.6

Finally, on 5 September this long march came to an end. After 236 miles the BEF re-assembled close to Paris around the River Marne. Vernon and those in the 22nd Battery found themselves on the move again, this time in the opposite direction. The ‘Miracle of the Marne’, when Joffre’s army had stopped the Germans almost at the very gates of Paris, had pushed the invader back. The Germans were now in retreat from the Marne to the Aisne and the men of the BEF were in hot pursuit. The 22nd Battery came into action again on 14 September at Verneuil, on the slopes of the Aisne heights where it engaged targets around Malval Farm on the high ground of the Chemin des Dames. The Battery War Diary records that in return they came under howitzer fire, which particularly affected the wagon lines. The fighting merged into the 15th, and the enemy counter-battery fire continued, scoring a direct hit on one gun, killing not only many of the crew, but also Vernon’s commanding officer, Major Hugh Talbot Wynter. Wynter was a 41-year-old career soldier with a grown-up family – his eldest son would serve at sea before the end of the war – who had served in many campaigns during more than twenty years as a soldier.7 Another officer was killed the same day, along with several other gunners and signallers. Artillery batteries were so small that the loss of so many in just a few days would have been a shock to the survivors like Vernon. He and the handful of officers left had to pull together to ensure the men’s morale ran high. No doubt they occupied them with work, as after the fighting for the heights both sides had now dug in and the 22nd Battery began to prepare proper gun positions in a new location at Courtonne Farm. Here they would remain for the next few weeks until the fighting took them north, to Flanders.

In mid-October 1914 Vernon and the men of the 22nd Battery, now commanded by Major Washington, found themselves on the move again. This time they were being transported by train. Passing from the scenic countryside of the Aisne and the Marne, they moved across the rolling downs of Picardy into the flat landscape of Northern France with its coalfields and small industrial towns. Unloading at Hazebroucke, they followed the roads to the border and found themselves in Belgium once more. Their route and the maps they were issued with were taking them to a small Flemish town whose name would come to stand for the sacrifice of the Western Front: Ypres. On the 20th they were billeted in the town; it was very different then to later. There was little damage to the buildings, although the fighting that became known as the First Battle of Ypres had already started, and the local civilian population was still there, attempting to go about their usual business. The Germans were now advancing on the Channel ports in the so-called ‘Race to the Sea’ to try and isolate France by the capture of its vital link to the outside world. Flanders stood in the way, and now the Belgians, British and French were defending this ground. The 22nd Battery moved up to a small hamlet called Frezenberg, on some rising ground north-east of Ypres. Here they dug in and fired in support of the infantry defending the slit trenches around the village of Zonnebeke, a position and a role they would occupy for the rest of the battle. Compared to the disaster on the Aisne, there were only a handful of casualties here and staying in one position meant that Vernon would have returned to his role of establishing an OP so that his guns could fire more effectively.

In late November 1914 the 2nd Division, 22nd Battery along with them, pulled out of Flanders and went south to the trenches of Northern France. The days of movement and advance were coming to an end. The German army had been stopped at Ypres, and across the border between Armentières and La Bassée, but both sides had dug in. The primitive slit trenches of the Aisne and First Ypres was rapidly giving way to a whole network of proper trenches. Over the course of the winter of 1914/15 this infrastructure grew, creating what became known as the Western Front: 450 miles of trenches stretching from the Belgian coast to the Swiss border. Artillery would take on a major role during this static period of trench warfare, as both sides used shell fire to pummel a distant, well-entrenched enemy.





[image: images]

An 18-pounder gun team at their weapon. Vernon Austin commanded a section of these guns in 1914.





The 2nd Division relieved Indian troops in December 1914 around the village of Richebourg l’Avoué. This was a very flat area of the front line in Northern France, with the only high ground beyond the German trenches on the Aubers Ridge. The British trenches stranded a section of road called the Rue de Bois, with the gun positions located just north of the road towards the village of Richebourg proper. Several brick-built houses along the Rue de Bois offered vantage points for observation officers like Vernon to get a view of the German trenches, and over the course of Christmas and New Year his Battery was in support of the 1st Battalion King’s Royal Rifle Corps (KRRC) in this sector of the battlefield. The War Diary of Austin’s unit for the entire month of January only covers two pages, which indicates what a monotonous experience it was; the cold, snow and wet made major operations impossible. For the infantry it was a daily task just to survive the elements, but equally there were risks from shell fire, grenades, trench mortar weapons and also German snipers.

Flat ground with buildings looking out across the landscape is ideal ground for snipers. At this stage of the war the Germans had the upper hand in sniping, with German sniping teams active and the British not really having anything to counter them. On 24 January 1915 the 1st KRRC lost an officer from sniping activity – snipers would normally target officers as killing them caused the greatest damage to the enemy. It was clear that a sniper was active here. Just two days later, on the morning of 26 January, Vernon Austin was carrying out his usual duties as the officer in charge of a gun section. He made sure the gun positions were in order and made his way up through the lanes south of Richebourg up to the Rue de Bois. It was a journey he had made several times, en route to the building he and his fellow gunner officers had selected as an OP. An officer of the 1st KRRC recalled what happened:

A quiet day and no rain. During the morning 2nd Lieut Austin R.F.A. was killed by a sniper on the road between the headquarters of the Companies in the trenches and the house occupied by the machine guns… on our left. We had been warned when we first took over from the Herts that this road was dangerous but we had never had anyone hit walking along it, although it had been used fairly regularly by day as well as by night.8

Vernon Austin was killed instantly, by a single shot. From the description here and in other documents it appears the incident took place close to a road junction known to the troops as Chocolate Menier Corner. Chocolate Menier was a famous brand of French chocolate, and a building here had an advertising poster promoting it, hence the name. His battery commander, the third one he had served under since coming to France, wrote home to Sir Herbert Austin:
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