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PREFACE







Allowed sixty-six characters to compose a personal inscription for the grave of your son or husband what on earth would you say? Especially if this was going to be the only contribution you could make to his burial and commemoration, you had not been with him when he died, not seen him when he was dead and were unlikely ever to be able to visit his grave. The pressure to say something significant must have been enormous. Many people fell back on conventional phrases – Rest in peace, Thy will be done, Not lost but gone before – but some found beautiful, original and profound ways to express themselves. Not that today we fully understand what they were saying. Forced by the letter count to be brief, many inscriptions are consequently cryptic, making it difficult for us to understand what they were saying since we don’t recognise the quotes or pick up the allusions in the way that contemporaries would have done.


This book looks at one hundred inscriptions, chosen from the graves of one nursing sister and ninety-nine British, Australian, Canadian and South African soldiers who all died in the service of King George V during the Battle of Passchendaele, 31 July to 10 November 1917. Drawing out their threads, placing the inscriptions in their context, takes us into the hearts, minds and lives of the wartime generation, of those who lived through the war, died in the war, and of those who mourned its dead.


Flanders was an unforgiving battlefield; if ever soldiers struggled in the slime it was here. And they didn’t just struggle in it they drowned in it. Pulverised by shells and swallowed by the mud, many men’s bodies disappeared without trace, their names among the 34,887 missing dead carved onto the walls of Tyne Cot Memorial, or the 54,395 on the Menin Gate.


Realising the importance families would place on knowing where their dead were buried, the Graves Registration Unit searched out and marked graves with their wooden crosses, recording the map references so they would be able to locate them again when the war was over. And after the war it scoured the battlefields, locating bodies, identifying them where they could and then burying them in what were to become the permanent cemeteries. Once they had done this, the bodies became the responsibility of the Imperial War Graves Commission, which had been founded in 1917 to construct and maintain the cemeteries ‘in perpetuity’.


Unidentified bodies predominate in the frontline cemeteries. At Tyne Cot 70% of the 11,961 burials are unidentified, at Passchendaele New British Cemetery it’s 76%. Row upon row of graves bear the same inscription: ‘An Unknown Soldier of the Great War – Known  unto God’. Wounded soldiers were passed down a casualty evacuation chain that began at the regimental aid posts, just behind the front line, and ended, for the most seriously wounded, in Britain. Cemeteries accompany each stage of this journey; the further the cemetery from the front line the greater the number of identified burials. But it’s a tribute to the efficiency of the system that some men who died in Casualty Clearing Stations, which could be 20 km behind the front line, had only been wounded a few hours earlier.


The repatriation of bodies had been forbidden during the war, and remained in force once the war was over – even if relations offered to pay, which many did. The War Graves Commission argued that to allow those who could afford it to bring the bodies of their dead home would separate the rich from the poor, leaving the war cemeteries as the equivalent of paupers’ graveyards. It was determined its cemeteries should be the symbol of a great imperial army that had fought and died together. To this end the Commission made another decision: to ban private headstones. Even if you had already put one up you were going to have to take it down. The headstones were to be of a uniform size and shape – a curve-topped rectangular stone – to emphasise the equality of sacrifice of all soldiers regardless of their military rank or station in life. Both decisions were extremely controversial leading a great many people to demand to know what freedom they had all been fighting for if they were now going to have to submit to the tyranny of the state in this way.


Each headstone was to be carved with the casualty’s name, age, regiment, regimental number, regimental badge and date of death. However, it took years to construct the cemeteries and it could be 1924 or even later before relatives were asked to check the details on the Family Verification Form, suggest an inscription and say whether they wanted a religious emblem on the headstone, a cross or a Star of David. This is one of the reasons why so many graves do not have an inscription; families had moved on without leaving forwarding addresses. This and the fact that the Commission charged relatives 3½d a letter, making them too expensive for some next-of-kin. The New Zealand Government, feeling that this infringed the Commission’s principle of equality, refused to allow any inscriptions on their graves. The Canadian Government, for exactly the same reason, decided it would pay for all theirs. Nevertheless, there are many Canadian headstones without an inscription because, as in Britain, so much time had passed that families could no longer be contacted.


For all that the War Graves Commission was intransigent over the repatriation of bodies and the design of the headstone – even when people accepted the principle of uniformity they still fought furiously for it to be a cross – it seems to have been remarkably lenient when it came to enforcing some of its other rules. There is evidence of families being excused the charge; there are plenty of inscriptions that exceed the sixty-six character limit, some having well over a hundred. And despite the fact that the rules say no foreign alphabets can be accepted there is more than one Hebrew inscription, and even one consisting of musical notation. The Commission was perhaps more concerned to ensure that no inscriptions insulted the Germans – or the British for that matter. But it did allow plenty that were critical of war:’Man’s inhumanity to man makes countless thousands mourn’, ‘Sacrificed to the fallacy that war can end war’. It was happy to exercise discretion in order to achieve its harmonious vision.


Just over 20% of graves have inscriptions: 211,655 out of almost 1 million dead. An analysis of what they say reveals that a great many people believed they would meet their loved ones again when they too died; that a vast number were prepared to accept their fate as being the will of God; that duty was the greatest motivator; Tennyson the most popular poet; that the British Army was a polyglot army, its soldiers speaking languages as diverse as Welsh, Finnish and Afrikaans, and that whilst relations lauded heroism and spoke of glory the soldiers themselves admired cheerfulness and coolness under fire. Soldiers died for ‘King and Country’, for Australia, Scotland or ‘the honour of Bristol’, for freedom, civilization or liberty, some ‘to end war’, one for the ‘greatest cause in history’, one for ‘his wife and little son’. There is no single narrative.


Sarah Wearne


May 2017


The inscriptions in this book have been chosen from my blog – www.epitaphsofthegreatwar.com. This links to the Twitter site – @WWInscriptions – to which a new inscription is posted at 5.30 every evening of the First World War Centenary, 4 August 2014 to 11 November 2018.
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TYNE COT CEMETERY WITH THE ORIGINAL GRAVES REGISTRATION UNIT WOODEN CROSSES. PHOTO COURTESY OF CWGC























THE ODDS AND ENDS


HE LOVED SO WELL


ALL LEFT BEHIND







PRIVATE GEORGE RIDLEY LESLIE


LEINSTER REGIMENT


DIED 31 JULY 1917 AGED 20


BURIED POTIJZE CHATEAU LAWN CEMETERY, BELGIUM





Private Leslie was killed on the opening day of the Third Ypres campaign. Although his battalion, the 7th Leinsters, were in reserve, Leslie was among a party of about 500 men detailed to dig a trench and bury a cable that would connect up the forward communications as the battle progressed. At 9.15 am they reached Potijze Chateau where the enemy guns covered the ground. The regimental history records that whilst they were ‘proceeding up the Potijze road the party came under heavy shrapnel fire, and a number of casualties occurred’. This included one officer and 33 soldiers wounded and ten soldiers killed. Private Leslie was among those killed.


His mother, Mrs Annie Leslie, composed a wonderfully original inscription for her son’s headstone, all the more poignant for its vivid informality. Leslie, who was born in Glasgow, had been a golf groundsman in Wellingborough before the war.

















AND HOW CAN MAN DIE


BETTER THAN FACING FEARFUL ODDS







LIEUTENANT CARL HANSEN


MACHINE GUN CORPS ATTD THE KING’S (LIVERPOOL REGIMENT)


DIED 31 JULY 1917 AGED 24
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