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‘Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori’


‘It is sweet and fitting to die for your country’


Horace (65BC–8BC)




Men of Alton


Here’s to the men of Alton!


Who gave their lives to gain,


Fresh honours for their Country


And the old flag to retain.


Then forward, men of Alton!


The vacancies to fill


Of those who fell


And fought so well,


For honours they have gained.


It’s all for righteous causes


That we are in the fray


To crush the Huns,


Destroy their guns,


And make the Kaiser pay.





Pte H. Gilliam


RAMC with the BEF


Hampshire Herald & Alton Gazette, 16 January 1915
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FOREWORD


My interest in the men of Alton who lost their lives in both world wars began in the autumn of 2000 when I was asked to talk to a local Cub Scout group, in which my son was a member, before they paraded at the Remembrance Day commemoration. I had previously written an article on the town’s war memorial but realised I knew little about the men whose names were recorded on it.


The local community bore witness to the sacrifice of many of their young men during both major conflicts of the twentieth century. However, with the passing of the years, an awareness of this sacrifice has gradually been lost. As curator of Alton’s Curtis Museum, itself part of the war memorial, I felt it was a task I should undertake to ensure that the men who had died were not forgotten. Appeals in the local press resulted in contact with resident families who had lost relatives and much relevant material came to light. Over time, more details were discovered and those about whom nothing was known were gradually reduced. Following my departure from the museum in 2011, I continued this research so that their sacrifice would be recognised by the local community a century later.


Numerous people have contributed a considerable amount of work and time in following the hundreds of leads from a wide variety of sources and I give my thanks for their valuable assistance, particularly to Jane Hurst. I am also grateful to Ruth Boyes at The History Press for her editorial input. Any errors contained here are entirely my own.


The result is a collection of information relating to those young men who were lost in the Great War, including in which unit they served, where and when they died, and where they are buried or remembered. Visits to the battlefields are nothing new; indeed they began while the war was still being fought. However, I would like to think that today’s Altonians taking Continental holidays might locate cemeteries, mainly in Belgium and France, that contain the last resting place of those local men who went off to fight for King and Country fully expecting to return to the pleasant market town that, a century later, we are also pleased to call home.


Tony Cross


2015
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INTRODUCTION


On Sunday, 28 June 1914, the Austro-Hungarian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Countess Sophie were shot and killed in Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia-Herzegovina, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It was their fourteenth wedding anniversary.


The Austro-Hungarian Government believed that the Serbian Government had been involved in the assassination, so Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia exactly one month later. Serbia’s ally, Russia, began preparing for war against Austro-Hungary. Austria-Hungary’s ally, Germany, declared war on the Russian Empire on 1 August 1914, and Russia’s ally, France, declared war on the German Empire on 3 August 1914. The German Army was ready to invade France by marching through Belgium, announcing their intention of doing so with or without Belgian permission.


Until now the British Empire had not paid much attention to these events. However, in 1839, several countries, including Great Britain and Prussia (as Germany was then called), had signed a treaty promising to respect the independence of Belgium. The British Government therefore threatened war with Germany, unless the German Army retreated from Belgium. When they failed to comply with this demand, the British Empire declared war on Germany on Tuesday, 4 August 1914.


Hampshire was one of the first English counties to see military activity. The Royal Navy base at Portsmouth had become one of the greatest dockyards in the world. Meanwhile, the British Army had been concentrated at Aldershot, ready to defend the South Coast of England or travel by railway to Southampton, from where they could be carried by troopships for service throughout the British Empire. At Farnborough, the Royal Engineers began experimenting with observation balloons and man-carrying kites – activities that led to the formation of the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Aircraft Factory.


The presence of much of the British Army, Navy and Air Force in Hampshire, meant that those forces were best placed to help on mainland Europe. The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) moved by road and rail to Southampton and landed in France on Friday, 7 August 1914.





CHAPTER ONE



1914


THE BUILD-UP TO WAR


On Saturday, 4 July 1914, the death of Archduke Ferdinand the previous Sunday was not headline news in the Hampshire Herald & Alton Gazette (HH&AG). Being a local newspaper, there were local stories – including the visit of the Lord Mayor of London to the Treloar Cripples Hospital. However, a national item was also featured – the death of Joseph Chamberlain, the politician father of Neville Chamberlain who took Britain into the Second World War twenty-five years later.


Next to an advertisement for local ironmonger T.M. Kingdon & Sons, towards the bottom of page 6, was a small piece headed ‘Austrian Heir Assassinated – a double attempted tragedy’. Three short paragraphs outlined the event followed by a section on the new heir presumptive, Archduke Charles Francis Joseph, the eldest son of the murdered prince’s brother, who had died in 1906.


Subsequent editions of the newspaper carried no further information about the diplomatic storm and it was not until 25 July that Altonians had any real idea of the unfolding drama. The report of a visit by King George V to Spithead for a weekend with the fleet, mentioned that the event ‘had been curtailed by the delay caused by the political crisis which prevented him arriving until Saturday evening’.


Larger reports related to the North East Hampshire Agricultural Society, the Overton Sheep Fair, the funeral of 69-year-old Montague Knight of Chawton House and the marriage in New Zealand of Godfrey Burrell, a member of the well-known Alton brewery family. It was also reported that the 48-mile-long (77km) Panama Canal would be opened to traffic on 15 August.


The edition of 1 August 1914 reported the death of printer Mr C.J. Moody, who lived on Normandy Street, and included details of the Horticultural Society Flower Show held in All Saints’ vicarage meadow. It was not until page 5 that the developing war was mentioned. An international news report mentioned mobilisations of many countries, including Russia:





Austria and Serbia at War – Capture of Belgrade – Russia’s Mobilisation – Martial Law in Germany – Grave situation throughout Europe.


Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia on Tuesday afternoon. Germany has declined to accept Sir Edward Grey’s conference proposal. Negotiations between Austria-Hungary and Russia were reportedly broken off on Wednesday, but an exchange of telegrams took place between the German and Russian Emperors. It was reported on good authority on Thursday that Germany had presented to Russia what amounted to an ultimatum, asking for an explanation of the partial mobilisation ordered by the Government and requesting an early reply.


Sir Edward Grey [Foreign Secretary] told the House of Commons on Thursday that he was unable to say the European situation was less grave than on the previous day. He added that Great Britain was continuing to pursue the one great object of preserving European peace, and for that purpose was keeping in touch with the other Powers.
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1.  1914–15 embroidered silk card.
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2.  RMS Caledonia transported the 2nd/4th Hampshire Regiment to India in late 1914.


This article ended with a note, ‘The Oak of Peace at Jena, Prussia which was planted in 1816 in commemoration of the downfall of Napoleon, was by a strange coincidence struck by lightning and burnt to the ground almost at the moment of the reception at Belgrade of the Austrian declaration of war.’


The following week, 8 August, page 3 of the newspaper led with ‘The Great War of 1914’ and printed regular reports for the next four and a half years.


LOCAL MEN IN THE HAMPSHIRE REGIMENT


On Saturday, 25 July 1914, men from Alton in the 4th Battalion (Territorial Force) travelled in two trains to Bulford on Salisbury Plain for annual training, although mobilisation had yet to become a driving force. On 4 August, the battalion marched to Salisbury and took a train to Portsmouth where they camped at Hilsea. When their place in the defences of Portsmouth was taken by the Special Reserve Battalion, the Territorials returned to Bulford Camp.


Within a few days of the outbreak of war, members of the Territorial Force, which had been raised for home service only, were asked to volunteer for action overseas. Invasion did not seem particularly likely so these units were not needed at home. Whilst they were not considered ready to reinforce the BEF, they were up to the task of relieving Regular units overseas to enable them to support the Regular Army.


The 4th (Foreign Service) Battalion, now the 1st/4th Battalion, left Bulford on 9 October 1914. Thirty-one officers and 800 men reached Southampton and embarked on HMTS Ultonia, described as ‘a pretty old Cunarder of about 10,000 tons’, where they were joined by the 6th Battalion, bringing the total number of men up to 1,600.


Along with five Union Castle liners, a P&O vessel, a British India Steam Navigation ship and an escort of two Royal Navy cruisers, they set sail for India, passing Cape Trafalgar on 14 October, Malta on 18 October and Port Said on 22 October before spending three days at Suez. They docked in Bombay on 9 November, where they travelled by train north to Poona (now in northern Pakistan), arriving on 11 November and settling into Wanowri Barracks.


The 1st/4th Battalion left Poona for Rawalpindi, some 1,600 miles (2,500km) away, on 9 January 1915 and on 7 March they were mobilised for action. On 13 March, they left Karachi on HT Elephanta for Basra in the Persian Gulf, arriving four days later.
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3.  Recruiting handbill, 1914.


The 2nd/4th Battalion, formed in September 1914, had thirty officers and 756 other ranks, including H Company, which was composed of Alton men. With the 4th Devonshire Regiment and the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry, they sailed for India on 12 December 1914 on HT Caledonia. Calling at Port Said, Bombay, they disembarked at Karachi after a voyage of a month and two days. They then boarded a train for Quetta (now in Pakistan) some 800km to the north. An account of this journey appeared in the Regimental Journal of March 1915, and ends with, ‘Thus we came to Quetta in the time of the Great War of 1914–15’.


They were not there for long before they were on the move again, leaving Karachi on 29 April 1915 in HT Chenals for Suez. Upon their arrival on 15 May, they started to prepare for action and received instruction following on from their ‘life-like frontier training’, undertaken in India. The men then moved to Gaza in Palestine where they were involved in the fighting that began in November.


BELGIAN REFUGEES – A PERSONAL STORY


The De Jonghe family from Mechelen, north of Brussels, were forced to leave their home in August 1914 as the Germans overran Belgium. With many other families, they travelled north to Antwerp. Here they were forced to flee into neutral Holland where they were sent to Amsterdam by train and put in a camp that was:





… surrounded by a high fence of barbed wire and guarded day and night. My granny, aunt and uncle and their baby who were with us, accepted an invitation to go to England as they feared for the life of their child through ill health in the camp. My father couldn’t find a job in Holland and because more and more children were becoming ill, he decided that, rather than returning to our home which was now occupied by the enemy, to try to take us to England.





In Rotterdam, they took a steamer to Tilbury and then journeyed to London by train. Earl’s Court had been turned into a reception centre for refugees and they stayed there for three weeks whilst their relatives, who had been placed in Alton, sought permission from the Alton Belgian Refugee Committee for the family to join them. On arrival in Alton they were greeted at the station by the Belgians already here and walked to the Pavement, formerly Conduits Hotel, a building on the High Street currently occupied by TSB.





We had a nice bedroom on the first floor overlooking the street so that we could see what was happening outside. We went very easily to bed that night but couldn’t get to sleep owing to a band playing and people singing, preaching and praying in the street below.





The next day they discovered that the noise had came from the Salvation Army, who were holding their usual Saturday evening meeting. There were six Belgian families in the building, although a few weeks later two of them left Alton; one to France, the other to London to work, and two more families replaced them.





The Pavement was a big house with many rooms and a big garden with the River Wey running swiftly through it. There were two small wooden bridges across the river to go to the vegetable gardens near Vicarage Hill. The garden was an ideal playground for the children to run about in with their friends and there was even a way out to Market Street. One or two garden parties were held in the garden on behalf of the Belgian Refugee Committee.





Some of the Belgians worked in the sawmills, one in the brewery in Turk Street, whilst Mr De Jonghe worked in the gardens at Morland Hall for Mr Ferrand, as well as for the Lowis family of Amery House. The children were unable to go to school as the schoolrooms were occupied by Scottish soldiers. When the troops left Alton in 1915, however, the schools reopened and the three De Jonghe children (Lodewyk the eldest, his younger brother, René and sister, Melanie) were sent to the National School, now St Lawrence Primary School. When the eldest left he was recommended for Eggar’s Grammar School but the family, who had lost everything, could not afford the fees. Lodewyk was instead apprenticed at the printing works of Edwin Moody, No. 62 Normandy Street, between the cinema and what is now the fish and chip shop.
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4.  William Robinson and George Ray were lost when HMS Aboukir was sunk on 22 September 1914.


As they found employment, the Belgian families left the Pavement one by one until only two remained and, by 1916, the building was closed. One family went to live in Ashdell Road, in a cottage belonging to Mr Ferrand near the old paper mill, whilst the De Jonghes went to Lenten House, home of the Burrell family. After a spell working in the printing trade in London (a continuation of his pre-war occupation), Mr De Jonghe came back to Alton and did gardening around the town before getting a job at the Thornycroft factory in Basingstoke. With the closing of the Basingstoke–Alton railway he walked home and back to Basingstoke every weekend, lodging near his work during the week. When Lenten House was sold in 1918 the family moved to Basingstoke where Lodewyk also managed to get a job in the factory.


Interestingly, Lodewyk, who kept in touch with many Altonians, wrote in 1972 that:





Basingstoke was a bigger town but we preferred Alton, because we knew quite a lot of people and we considered ourselves as Altonians. We were very sorry to leave Alton and I’m still very grateful to all the Altonians who helped us in one way or another during our exile in this pretty and peaceful small Hampshire town.





The family returned to Belgium in the spring of 1919 ‘… to find Mechelen had changed a great deal; everything seemed so poor and miserable, there were a lot of damaged houses with most of the furnishings removed, but nevertheless, we enjoyed peace again’.


Apart from a few reports in the local newspaper, today there is no trace of the presence of Belgians in Alton during the Great War.


THREE BEFORE BREAKFAST


During the early months of the war the Royal Navy kept a patrol known as Cruiser Force C, in the southern North Sea. Many thought they were vulnerable to attack by the German Navy and the patrol was nicknamed ‘the live bait squadron’, but the Admiralty maintained the ships on the grounds that destroyers were not able to operate in the frequent bad weather.


Early on the morning of 22 September 1914, three rather old cruisers – HMS Cressy, HMS Aboukir and HMS Hogue – were sighted off the Dutch coast by the German submarine, U9. They were going slower than the regulation speed of 11/12 knots and travelling in a straight line rather than zigzagging to avoid detection.


At 6.25 a.m., U9 fired a torpedo at Aboukir which hit on the port side. She took on water, lost power and the order to abandon ship was made as she started to sink. As it was thought she had hit a mine, the other two vessels came to pick up survivors, but on their arrival, two torpedoes hit Hogue and her engine room began to flood. They were clearly under attack and Cressy, spotting a periscope, set off for safety. The U9 still held three torpedoes; two hit Cressy on the starboard side and then a final, decisive blow caused her to sink within fifteen minutes. Nearby merchant ships picked up 837 men from the three devastated cruisers but 1,459 perished, many of them reservists or cadets. Two Royal Marines from Alton, Sergeant George Ray and Corporal William Robinson, were amongst those lost on Aboukir.
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5.  The jubilant return of German U-boat U9 to Wilhelmshaven following the sinking of three British cruisers, 23 September 1914.


Following the attack, major ships were ordered to travel at a rate of 13 knots, zigzag throughout their journey and refrain from stopping in dangerous waters. The commander and crew of U9 were given a hero’s welcome on their return to their base at Wilhelmshaven the following day and they were awarded the Iron Cross for the action.


Pause for Thought


Late in 2011 it was reported that salvage was taking place on the wrecks of HMS Hogue, Cressy and Aboukir and representations were made to the Dutch Ambassador. It later transpired that the British Government had sold the wrecks to a German salvage company in 1954 and all protection that they would have had as war graves was lost. Today, these salvage rights have been bought by companies who have begun taking apart the British ships as their iron, steel and copper are now so valuable.
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6.  Alton Abbey Gatehouse.


ALTON ABBEY


The Order of Saint Paul (OSP) was a Church of England religious community founded on the work of Revd Charles Hopkins in 1884 and first practiced by merchant sailors in the river ports of India and Burma.


Recognising the need for a British base for recruitment, training and fundraising, Hopkins founded a house at Barry Docks, near Cardiff, and a second foundation was established at Alton in 1895 to help care for out-of-work and aged sailors. A third community house opened in Greenwich in 1897 to serve the Port of London. The OSP regulated its life with an adaption of St Benedict’s Rule, and the members made their vows of poverty, chastity and obedience.


The monastery at Beech near Alton was initially composed of tents and huts of wattle and daub, which were gradually replaced by corrugated-iron buildings. The permanent accommodation on the site began with the building of a gatehouse with an attached chapel in 1901, followed by the establishment of the abbey church within a few years. Alton Abbey (as well as the Greenwich Priory) became involved in caring for German sailors serving on board British merchant ships at the outbreak of hostilities in August 1914, as Father Hopkins knew that the alternative for them would have been prison. The monks and their associates became the operating authority for what were at first described as ‘concentration camps’, although Father Hopkins later moderated the description to that of ‘Abbey Alien Seamen’s Camp’. The first group arrived on 10 August and by the end of the month the figure had risen to about 200.
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7.  ‘Sweeping the Germans off the Earth’, a satirical postcard of 1914.
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8.  A censor’s mark used at the Camp for Alien Seamen at Alton Abbey in 1914.
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9.  An open letter from George Frost regarding the German seamen at Alton Abbey, 24 October 1914.
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10.  La Touret Memorial to the Missing, France.


Guarded initially by local Boy Scouts, who gained a ‘War Service’ badge for their efforts, there were a few ‘domestic’ disturbances that resulted in some prisoners being moved to a camp at Frith Hill. The continued lack of a military guard seems to have upset some locals and a public meeting was arranged. However, due to fears that the meeting would be an offence under the Defence of the Realm Act, it was cancelled and Councillor George Frost circulated a letter on the subject instead.


The residents were subject to Home Office rules, which were approved in October 1914, and were treated as if they were members of the abbey family. However, without prior warning some eighty men and boys were removed by the military on the orders of the War Office on 15 April 1915, marched to Medstead station and taken to an unspecified destination.


At the start of hostilities, each of the monks were released for war service. Four from Alton Abbey would never return, having, in the words of Father Hopkins, ‘offered the Supreme Sacrifice’. They were Brother John English, and Associate Brothers James Grierson, George Hood and William Barnes.


Brothers Aidan and Mark remained in order to prevent the closure of both the abbey and the priory.


THE BEF IN FRENCH FLANDERS 1914–15


In October 1914, part of the BEF moved north from Picardy and took up positions in French Flanders where they were immediately engaged in the series of attacks and counter-attacks in an attempt to out-flank the enemy that became known as the ‘race to the sea’.
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11.  A stereoscopic photograph showing part of the village of La Bassée, which was devastated after the fighting of October 1914 during the ‘race to the sea’.


Between 12–29 October 1914, the 2nd South Lancashire Regiment took part in the fighting at La Bassée. The attack resulted in terrible losses and on 21 October alone they lost seven officers and more than 200 men. Nevertheless, the line was never breached. Private A.E. Mason from Alton was a member of this unit. He was reported missing on 24 October 1914 but his death was not confirmed until March 1916.


THE BRITISH RED CROSS SOCIETY


The Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) was established in Alton in 1911, with Mrs Gott as vice president and her retired husband, Colonel George Gott, as honorary secretary. He was succeeded by Mr Guy F. Ferrand of Moreland Hall in 1914. Two detachments were formed: Hants 84 with Mrs Gott as commandant and Hants 198 under Mrs Lee.


The Red Cross Hospital in Alton, one of seventy established across Hampshire, opened on 30 October 1914 with fifty beds, later increased to eighty-four. Patients were received from the Cambridge and Connaught Hospital, Aldershot, and the medical officers were local doctors H.C. Williams, O.V. Payne, W.E. Bevan and E. Leslie. Volunteer nurses treated a total of 2,100 patients in Alton during the Great War. The average cost per patient per day rose from 2s 4½d (13p) in 1915 to 3s 3d (16p) in 1916, 3s 4d (16p) in 1917 and 3s 9½d (19p) in 1918.


Donations raised £1,086 11s 4d (£1,086.56), whilst the army grant, at the rate of 3s 3d (16p) per patient per day, was £10,616 10s 5d (£10,616.52). There were regular reports in the HH&AG relating to the generosity of the local community, giving garden produce, useful goods and services. An article in the summer of 1917 lists: silk, butter, eggs, fruit and vegetables, cakes, flowers, clothing, milk, garments and bed boards as well as money. On 31 December 1918, the hospital closed and Mrs Violet Gott of Will Hall was later awarded an MBE.


BELGIAN SOLDIERS ARRIVE


Alton people have had the terrible effects of war brought before them this week by the presence in their midst of 48 wounded Belgian soldiers, who arrived on Saturday afternoon last [31 October]. They are what are called ‘convalescent cases’, although all of them are only in the first stage of recuperation, and all are suffering from wounds, some bullet, some shrapnel and others wounds by the bayonet.
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