

[image: cover]




[image: images]




 


 


 


 


To Val,


and all our family.




Contents


      Title Page


      Dedication


      Foreword by General the Lord Dannatt


      Introduction and Acknowledgements





1    An Act of Compassion Repaid?


2    The Early Years


3    Military Service


         1914


         1915


         1916


         1917


         1918


         1919–26


4    Return to Civilian Life


5    The Story of Henry Tandey and Hitler





      Epilogue


      Appendix I: Henry Tandey’s Military Service Record


      Appendix II: Significant Events Attended by Henry Tandey Post-1918


      Bibliography


      Plate Section


      Copyright




Foreword


Private Henry Tandey


VC DCM MM


Throughout my career in the Green Howards, Private Henry Tandey was always talked of in hushed tones. We all knew that he was the most highly decorated private soldier in the British Army in the First World War, but as good Green Howards we chose to ignore the fact that his principal decorations had been earned while he was serving with the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment. A copy of the famous Fortunino Matania painting of Tandey carrying a wounded Green Howard comrade, surrounded by dead and dying men and horses, hung behind my desk while I was the adjutant of the 1st Battalion years later, and this perpetuated the legend about this exceptional man. Myth has it that further up the road, away from the trenches occupied by 2nd Battalion the Green Howards at the Menin Crossroads during the Battle of Ypres in 1914, and running on into the background of the painting was Adolf Hitler behind a machine gun. In that cherished belief, myth and legend reverently came together.


That is why this timely book by David Johnson is so welcome. From painstaking and detailed research, Dr Johnson has managed to winnow fact from fiction and produce the definitive life history of the remarkable British soldier who was Henry Tandey. Quite properly described as an ordinary man who did extraordinary things, he would have rubbished that description simply asserting that he was doing his duty and that if he was extraordinary at all, it was simply that he was extraordinarily lucky. That said, he would probably have used a different adjective to describe his luck, but there is no getting away from the law of averages that to survive the cauldron of the Great War with three gallantry medals, five Mentions in Despatches and three wound stripes was nothing but miraculous – of such stuff legends are indeed born.


The fascination with Henry Tandey does not end with his chestful of gallantry medals and his sleeve bereft of NCO’s stripes, but takes further turns and twists that David Johnson explores with forensic diligence. The claim that a retired First World War veteran was telephoned at home in 1940 by the then prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, demands explanation. History has teased with whether Henry Tandey did in fact have Adolf Hitler in his rifle sights on 28 September 1918 near the French village of Marcoing. There is no doubt that Henry Tandey was there that day – he won the Victoria Cross on that date and in that place. There is no doubt that Hitler’s regiment, the 16th Bavarian Infantry Regiment, was in the Marcoing area on that date – but was Hitler himself there? Did Neville Chamberlain, on returning from a meeting with Hitler at Berchtesgaden in 1940, telephone Henry Tandey at Hitler’s request to pass on the Führer’s best wishes – and was Hitler right that Tandey spared his life on 28 September 1918 by not shooting a wounded man? Such is the material with which David Johnson paints his picture of Henry Tandey – a picture albeit in a different art form, but one to rival the image of Matania’s Menin Crossroads canvas.


Even though Tandey died at the age of 86 in 1977, his story was even then not complete. His medals continued the narrative after his death. Their trail runs from an auction sale in London to a mystery buyer, then to a chance encounter at a dinner party turning into a delightful relationship between the mystery buyer and Tandey’s first regiment, the Green Howards, then on to a presentation of the medals in the Tower of London and finally their return to the Green Howards’ home in Richmond, North Yorkshire. How all these events came about is a fascinating postscript to Tandey’s life which David Johnson records with relish.


For today’s young Green Howards who study the Matania painting of the Menin Crossroads, or older veterans who admire Tandey’s medals in the Harrison Gallery in the Regimental Museum in Richmond, there is one final irony. The debate over whether Private Henry Tandey was a Green Howard or a hero of the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment has rather run its course. Both regiments are now amalgamated and are both part of the Yorkshire Regiment, formed in 2006, so their proud histories today are one. Whether in fact Tandey would have had a strong point of view on regimental preference is now also a moot point, but it is worth recording that he was born in Leamington Spa and died in Coventry – so, he was a man of Warwickshire, not a Yorkshireman at all! Does that matter? Not at all, Henry Tandey will always be remembered as the most decorated private soldier of the First World War who, with one squeeze of the trigger, might have prevented the Second World War from starting at all. David Johnson’s intriguing account is compelling to the military historian and the general reader alike. I commend it to you.





Richard Dannatt


General the Lord Dannatt GCB CBE MC DL


Chief of the General Staff 2006–9


Constable HM Tower of London




Introduction and


Acknowledgements


The First World War has fascinated me since I was a young boy trying to understand what it was like to be there on the Western Front. What it must have felt like in those minutes before the whistles blew and you went over the top into what would have seemed certain death. What was it like to fix bayonets and charge the enemy? Why did they do it time after time? But it was only in 2009 that I was able to do a tour, titled ‘All Quiet on the Western Front’, visiting Ypres, Passchendaele, the Messines Ridge, Ploegsteert, Arras, Vimy Ridge and the Somme. Reading about those places is one thing but to actually be there was truly a powerful experience that I would recommend to anyone. Words cannot describe the effect of visiting the military cemeteries with their rows of gravestones stretching off into the distance, or indeed attending the moving ceremony held at the Menin Gate in Ypres every evening.


During the course of the tour I was struck by how many significant figures from the Second World War had served in such close proximity to each other. The list was fascinating as it included Adolf Hitler, Winston Churchill, Douglas MacArthur and Harry Truman. I have many, many books in my study on the First World War which up until then I had read in a very general way without any particular focus or theme, but on my return I decided to study the Great War in terms of where these significant historical figures had served and what they had been involved in.


Deciding to start with Adolf Hitler, on the basis that he had served throughout the war, I read Corporal Hitler and the Great War 1914–1918 by John F. Williams, and Ian Kershaw’s book Hitler 1889–1936 Hubris, together with material from other sources.


Looking at information on the Internet I quite quickly came across the story of Hitler’s life being spared by a British soldier at Marcoing in September 1918. That soldier was identified by Adolf Hitler as Private Henry Tandey, who between 25 August and 28 September 1918 was awarded the Military Medal, the Distinguished Conduct Medal and the Victoria Cross, becoming the most decorated private soldier to survive the war. Yet the more I read about Henry Tandey it seemed to me that he was known more for his alleged compassion towards Hitler rather than for his undoubted bravery. To me, this seemed to do him a disservice and so I decided to find out more about him, with the added interest that he was born in Leamington Spa and later lived in Coventry, while I live in Stratford-upon-Avon, so here was a local as well as a national hero.


Piecing together his life has been challenging and the research constantly threw up more questions than answers as I had to deal with, at times, the possible unreliability of memory and the inadequacies of any surviving documentation. Henry Tandey did not leave a diary or letters, or none have survived, from his time on the Western Front, there are very few remaining family members or acquaintances with any direct knowledge of him, and I was dealing largely with events that took place nearly a century ago. Nevertheless, although challenging, it has also been fascinating, as the further I delved into his life I did start to meet people who had met Henry Tandey and his second wife Annie, and I experienced too the excitement of standing in front of artefacts associated with his life and which he himself had held.


I have also come across aspects of the Great War and its aftermath that I discovered I knew little about and I have therefore included these where I think they have relevance to the life of Henry Tandey. For example, I did not know how the body of the Unknown Warrior had been selected, so I have included this because Henry Tandey played a role in the internment ceremony as one of the guard of honour in Westminster Abbey.


I have enjoyed researching the life of Henry Tandey and initially I immersed myself in the literature on the Great War and spent time reading and taking notes in my study. I did not set out to write anything about Henry Tandey but as the amount of material and information grew, I first of all entertained the possibility of writing an article. Eventually Val, my wife, suggested that I should consider writing a book and I know that I am very fortunate that The History Press were prepared to give their support to this project. Buoyed by this support, I then moved on to visiting museums, contacting Henry Tandey’s family and acquaintances, and gradually building up a picture of the man and his life.


As Adolf Hitler served throughout the Great War on the Western Front, I have included limited coverage of his life up to the point where the war ended to act as a contrast to the life of Henry Tandey, but also to try to bring out some facets of his character that seem important in trying to determine whether their paths crossed in 1918. Where Hitler is concerned I have relied totally on the works of others, namely Kershaw, Williams, and Weber.


I hope that I have not written just another book on the Great War, and I certainly would not claim it to be an academic text, but hopefully it will have a broader appeal than to only military historians.


Many people have generously helped me and thanks and acknowledgements are due to the following: John Spencer (Duke of Wellington’s Regimental Museum), Susan Langridge (Green Howards’ Regimental Museum), Scott Flaving (Regimental Headquarters of the Yorkshire Regiment), Brian Best (Victoria Cross Society), Nigel Wilkins (Leamington Spa Picture Library), Robert Nash (Town Clerk, Leamington Spa Town Council), Denise Reynolds and Janice Williams (Henry’s great nieces), Julie McDonald (Henry’s great, great niece), Michael Whateley and Tony Gordon (Henry’s great nephews), Henry Gordon (nephew), Norman Parker, David Howe, Michael Crumplin FRCS, Brian Ferris (the Secretary of the Coventry (Triumph Motors) No. 4 Branch of the Royal British Legion), Peter Elkin, A. Pargetter, Jo de Vries, Chrissy McMorris and Paul Baillie-Lane (The History Press), and last but not least my wife Val.


I would also like to thank the helpful staff at the National Army Museum, the Imperial War Museum, Cadbury Research Centre at the University of Birmingham, and the Warwickshire Records Office, and I apologise to them for not having noted their names.


I am also very grateful to General the Lord Dannatt for taking the time and trouble to write the foreword to this book.


I have not yet started to look at the First World War in terms of MacArthur, Truman, and Churchill but I fully intend to and who knows what other fascinating diversions this may lead to.


In my view, the story of Henry Tandey is that of an ordinary man who, as a result of extraordinary circumstances beyond his control, performed extraordinary feats of bravery, and consequently is one I think well worth telling. He was a man described in 1918 as ‘a hero of the old berserk type’, and so this book is written as a tribute to him and all the other heroes from the First World War and subsequent conflicts.


I have made all reasonable efforts to ensure that the reproduction of all quotations within the pages have been included with the full consent of the copyright holders. In the event that copyright holders had not responded prior to publication, then should they so wish they are invited to contact the publishers so that any necessary corrections may be made in any future editions.





David Johnson


Summer 2012
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An Act of Compassion Repaid?


Coventry had been subjected to intermittent bombing by the Germans since 1939, and in the September of that year the Standard Motor Works at Canley had been badly damaged, with several people injured. Perhaps surprisingly in terms of the war effort, Coventry was very much on the front line because the small factories and workshops that pre-war had been producing machine tools and car parts were now producing components vital to the conduct of the war, for instance Gardiner (2011) makes the point that three-quarters of all gauges used in the nation’s armaments were made in Coventry. These factories and workshops were scattered throughout the town and could be found existing alongside historic buildings, shops and houses, so any attack on them was bound to take a toll on the civilian population and its infrastructure as well.


On the evening of Thursday 14 November 1940, what was to become known as the Coventry Blitz started at 7.20 p.m. and over the next ten hours wave after wave of German bombers dropped 500 tons of explosives, 33,000 incendiary bombs and dozens of parachute mines (Gilbert, 2008). According to the German High Command, the attack was in retaliation for the Allied bombing of Munich on 8 November.


There can be no doubt that the intention was to destroy the city and to inflict a heavy toll on its civilian population, despite the instructions issued by a German squadron leader for what was known as Operation Moonlight Sonata (Wilson, 2005):





Comrades, you are acquainted with the nature and essentials of tonight’s operation. Our task is, with other squadrons, to repay the attack on Munich by the English during the night of 8th November. We shall not repay it in the same manner by smashing up harmless dwelling houses, but we shall do it in such a way that those over there will be completely stunned.





Despite those fine words, when the all clear was sounded at 6.15 a.m. the following day the horror and destruction was beyond imagination as homes, factories, public buildings and Coventry’s fourteenth-century cathedral were destroyed, along with 600 lives, many too badly burned to be identified, and over 800 wounded. There were 4,330 homes destroyed, three-quarters of the city’s factories damaged, and ‘practically all gas and water pipes were smashed and people were advised to boil emergency supplies of water’ (McGory, 2008).


One man, an air raid warden, was at home making tea for the other wardens. He told the Sunday Graphic what happened next:





Just as I was pouring [the tea] all hell started popping. We rushed into the street and found the whole place alight.





The ARP (Air Raid Precautions) wardens were brave men and women, and eleven of them would be killed that night.


Displaying the bravery that he had shown during the Great War, this man went to no fewer than twelve burning houses to rescue the trapped occupants. In many cases he had to fight his way through the flames to rescue the half-suffocated women and children who had been trapped in their cellars, only to find later that his own home, in Cope Street, had been destroyed. The casualty figures would have been worse if the authorities had not provided some seventy-nine public bunkers that could house up to 33,000 people (Gardiner), where in very cramped conditions children were frightened and in some cases hysterical, women sobbed and everyone was scared.


As he stood in front of his home that had been reduced to rubble, he would have felt a number of understandable emotions, and he would almost certainly have thought about the news that he had received the year before. According to what he had been told he had once had the opportunity to kill the man responsible for all the death and destruction that he saw around him.


Standing there surrounded by the decimation of the town in which he lived, he would have watched the flames licking the sky as they consumed the cathedral – the only one in Britain to be destroyed in the war. Morning brought with it the acrid smell of smoke and burning, and a blood-red sky. He would have seen people wandering about in a state of shock with their eyes red and sore from the effects of the smoke, searching for friends and relatives, and staring in utter disbelief at what was left of their property and the city’s landmarks. He would have seen the dead and wounded being removed from the ruins, and heard the moans and screams.


It is possible that on the following day he, along with others, would have drawn some consolation from the visit of King George VI, who spent time seeing for himself areas of the devastated city. Perhaps he went to see the King walking through the rubble, broken glass and other debris, who through his visit was making an effort to raise morale, and he would have remembered, perhaps, the time he had met the King’s father, George V, soon after the end of the previous world war.


Perhaps as he stood watching the King he was holding the one thing he had been able to retrieve from his devastated home, a clock that had been presented to him by the Old Contemptibles’ Association in April 1920. On the back of the clock was an inscription which read:





L/Cpl Tandey VC, DCM, MM, Duke of Wellington’s Regiment, Old Contemptibles’ Association, as a token of esteem and comradeship, April 1920.





This man, who was slight of stature, short and ram-rod straight, was indeed Henry Tandey VC DCM MM (Victoria Cross, Distinguished Conduct Medal, and Military Medal), who was the most highly decorated private soldier to have survived the First World War.


Nothing on the scale of this bombing and devastation had been experienced in Britain before and his thoughts, assailed by these horrors, would have gone back to an incident twenty-two years before when he had apparently been given the opportunity to change history and spare the misery that he saw all around him. In August 1939 he had discovered that he had been named by Adolf Hitler as the British soldier who had spared the German Führer’s life in September 1918. He was said to have aimed his rifle at a wounded and retreating German soldier, and in an act of compassion decided not to shoot. He would surely have reflected on how that act of compassion had been repaid.


That Britain’s most decorated private soldier spared the life of Adolf Hitler makes for a great story accepted by some and disputed by many others. It is a story where the truth may never be absolutely known, if only because its participants are all now dead, but it is impossible to write a biography of Henry Tandey without addressing this issue.




2


The Early Years


According to his birth certificate, Henry John Tandey was born on 30 August 1891 in Swains Buildings, Kenilworth Street, Leamington Spa, in Warwickshire. His birth was registered, no doubt, under the watchful gaze of the Registrar E. Ainsworth on 8 October 1891, by his mother Catherine who gave her address at the time as 2 Albion Row, Leamington Spa. His parents were James Tandey (1869–1944) and Catherine Tandey (1875–1946), who had married on 5 January 1891 at the parish church in Leamington Priors.


James Tandey was a well-known figure around Leamington Spa who was treated with caution by others due to his temper, and in particular his tendency to brawl following a drinking session. It was rumoured that as a young man he had received a kick to the head from a horse, and that this had an adverse effect on his character and personality. He was certainly not a man to get on the wrong side of and his reputation preceded him.


Catherine, whose family originally came from Ireland, was to be the cause of a major disagreement between James Tandey and his father. The Tandeys were a wealthy family and his father considered that James was marrying beneath him. This disagreement resulted in James disowning his father and petulantly changing his family name to ‘Tandy’. It seems likely that Catherine was pregnant with Henry at the time of the marriage. This, together with the fact that she was only 15 when she married James, and not 18 as stated on the marriage certificate, would have added to the family tension.


As a result, Henry was baptised at St Peter’s Roman Catholic Church on 11 September 1892 under the name Henricus Joannes Tandy. On both his birth certificate and his entry in the baptism register Henry’s surname is spelt ‘Tandy’, but as soon as he was able he made the decision to revert to spelling his name ‘Tandey’. Henry’s decision to return to ‘Tandey’ reflects the fact that he had his own issues with his father, although none of his siblings chose to follow his lead. This act by Henry was just one of the manifestations of inter-generational family conflict, and indeed sibling conflict, that would persist through later generations as well.


The spelling of Henry’s surname has caused some confusion, as, for example, the London Gazette’s citation for Henry’s Victoria Cross spelt his surname as ‘Tandey’ yet for the Military Medal it was spelt ‘Tandy’. On Henry’s medal records there is one card in the name of Tandy, which has a handwritten note which says ‘See Tandey’, and another in the name of Tandey which says ‘See Tandy’.


Where there are surviving letters from Henry, all written in later life, they are signed ‘Tandey’ and so, for the purposes of this book, the spelling that will be used is ‘Tandey’, except for when it was spelt in the alternative form in any original quotations or documents referred to.





***





Henry was born into a world of gaslights, trams, and cinemas showing silent, black-and-white films accompanied by live musicians. In 1902 a free library had opened in Leamington Spa where people were not allowed to browse or touch the books. Anyone wanting a book had to place a request via a librarian. Books were to be treated as rare and precious objects, usually always hardback copies, because they would not have been subjected to the large print runs of modern times.


Until 1896 the law required vehicles propelled by steam, petrol or electricity to be proceeded by a man on foot carrying a red flag (Howe, 2004), and it was five years after Henry had been born that the motorcar made its first public appearance at the Crystal Palace Exhibition (Wilson, 2005). However, by 1913 some 33,800 had been purchased, and by 1910 fatal accidents involving cars outnumbered those involving horse-drawn vehicles.


Living in the twenty-first century it is hard to envisage a life without cars but a look at the photograph of the Regent Hotel, Leamington Spa (plate 4), taken in about 1880, shows the Parade with no more than three horse-drawn carriages, and a street sweeper and his cart in the middle of the street. A photograph taken today would look somewhat different, and anyone standing in the middle of the street would at best be unpopular and at worst in danger from the passing cars, buses and delivery vehicles.


Saltzman (1951) stated that Leamington Spa had not been particularly noted for anything until the early nineteenth century, when it had started to be developed as a spa town. Interest in the town as a spa steadily increased with more and more people coming to take the waters, including royalty. One royal visitor was Princess Victoria, who in 1838, as Queen Victoria, granted the town the right to style itself ‘Royal’ Leamington Spa.





***





Henry was born into a military family, and was sometimes known as Harry or ‘Napper’, although the origins of the nickname are not known. Henry’s father, James, served in the 16th Lancers (Smith, 2001), taking part in the fighting in South Africa, and he was also called up as a reservist in the Great War.


The 16th Lancers were deployed to fight in the Boer War in 1900, returning to England in 1904 having fought at the Battles of Paardeberg and Diamond Hill, and played a leading role in the relief of Kimberley.


In February 1900 the 16th Lancers were moving towards Kimberley, and James Tandy would have endured experiences that his son Henry would come to recognise in the Great War, as can be seen from the diary entry of Captain R.W.D. Bellew (Carver, 2000):





Up at daylight again, and moved N of Kimberley no water or feed horses in desperate state were sent out as advanced squadron and came under the hottest fire we’ve yet had while cutting wire had to retire fortunately only 4 horses hit. Got back after dark.





From March to May 1900, the 16th Lancers were involved in fighting around Bloemfontein, and the story can again be picked up from Captain Bellew’s diary entries:





7th March


Heard guns early and saw main body disappearing over horizon turning position on enemy’s left. Saw them leave kopje hill and finally they left Table kopje to our front without firing a single shot as infantry threatened on their right. We at once advanced and occupied Table kopje from which we had glorious view for a long time of the whole movement. Enemy retired as fast as they could get their wagons away while cavalry swept round on the right and infantry pressed them back on the left. Towards evening bivouacked beyond Boer’s furthest position.


8th


Halted all day to rest horses and get up forage … Yesterday was completely successful though there was not much firing and very few casualties on either side.





Henry would certainly come to experience the confusion of battle, and would have recognised the following entry in Captain Bellew’s diary for 31 March:





At 11.30 orders came to turn out at once and repulse attack by somebody somewhere. All horses were out grazing and the men scattered about washing etc. After some confusion the regiment managed to produce 4 full troops.





It is quite possible that on his return James would, through his stories, have encouraged Henry and his brothers to consider military life, as Henry’s brothers James and Samuel would also serve in the Great War, with Samuel being wounded at the Battle of Jutland (Smith, 2001).


Henry’s father was also a stonemason/journeyman, and his grandfather, also James, of Norfolk Street, Leamington Spa, was a reputable and well-respected marble mason who, at times, worked for George Gilbert Scott, an architect who is best known for the Albert Memorial and the Midland Grand Hotel at St Pancras railway station in London. It is likely therefore that the Tandey family originally came to Leamington Spa to find work, attracted by the amount of building taking place associated with the town’s development at that time, but there is no evidence that Henry ever wanted to follow this family profession.





***





At the age of 5, Henry became a pupil at St Peter’s School for Boys in New Street, which was founded in 1848 and closed in 1967. By the time Henry started his education it was free and pupils’ attendance no longer depended on their parents’ ability to pay the daily fee of 1d. Henry would have remained there until 1905, when the school leaving age was by then 14, as a result of the 1902 Education Act. In the absence of reliable, or indeed any, records, it is not clear whether Henry attended the school for all or some of the period from 1901–05 for reasons that will be discussed later, although there is a school photograph taken in about 1905 (plate 3), where he certainly looks more than happy.


Henry’s lessons would have focused on reading, writing and arithmetic. There are no school records relating to Henry but a picture of his schooldays can be built up through the work of O’Shaugnessy (1979), who gives an insight into how education was conducted at this time based on learning by rote:





Tables were chanted every morning from the blackboard, passages from the Bible and mournful poems were memorised and ‘said out loud’ in unison. Dreary lists of spellings, each broken up into syllables, were repeated exhaustingly. Even sums were gone over on the blackboard, the whole class intoning the phrases.





Children took turns to read out loud to the class and any lapses were diligently corrected by the teacher. It must have come as a relief to the pupils when schools acquired more books, allowing each child the opportunity to select one in which they might have some genuine interest and also adopt silent reading, perhaps as a reward for flawlessly reading aloud.


Even if he was not punished himself, Henry would have witnessed how discipline was maintained through the use of the cane. The cane was not only used to deal with misbehaviour, but also for:





Bad writing or an unfortunate inability to do arithmetic. If a child came to school dirty or late, because a slatternly mother had failed him, he was caned. If he dropped a blot on to his exercise book from his atrocious pen or sited his sums on the wrong side of the page, if his sister dirtied the hard calico she was endeavouring to stitch – Nemesis was waiting.





While it is easy to be critical of the use of corporal punishment it needs to be remembered that times were different then and this form of discipline was seen as acceptable in dealing with classes in excess of fifty pupils. It may also be the case that the discipline Henry experienced in school stood him in good stead when he later joined the army, which had similar approaches to discipline and conformity.





***





In the early 1800s, Roman Catholics in Leamington Spa had at first worshipped in a large room in Clemens Street, but in 1828 they had built their own church in George Street, and then in 1864 moved to the present St Peter’s church in Dormer Place. This church, except for the tower which had been put up in 1878, was burnt down in 1883, but was rebuilt in red brick with stone dressings in 1884 (Saltzman).


In her book, O’Shaugnessy states that:





The children in Roman Catholic Schools were amongst the poorest and most deprived of the town, living in slum dwellings, ill-clothed, and inadequately fed. Suffering from malnutrition, these children were sadly lethargic in body and mind, and were prey to illnesses and complaints of all kinds.


Generous Catholics provided clothing and shoes and gifts of food for the children and organised Christmas treats and summer outings, but the home conditions continued.





According to the parish historian of St Peter’s, the Tandey family attended church each week, and it is likely that they were among the generous Catholics who made donations.





***





By the time of the 1901 census, the world was changing. Edward VII became king on 22 January following the death of Queen Victoria; the Commonwealth of Australia was inaugurated on 1 January; the Boer War was being fought in South Africa; and on 12 December Marconi was responsible for the first wireless signal to be transmitted across the Atlantic.


The census records for 1901 showed that the Tandy family was living at 178 Warneford Terrace, and that the household comprised Henry’s mother, Catherine, who was recorded as working as a laundress aged 30, Henry, two further sons, James and Samuel (aged 7 and 1), a daughter aged 4, and their grandmother Jane Conroy who was 82.


It was Catherine who was recorded as the head of the household, not James, and his absence has led to much speculation that there were problems in Henry’s parents’ marriage that had led them to separate or divorce. There is no evidence for this being the case in 1901, and James’ absence from the family home at the time of the census almost certainly reflected the fact that he was away serving in the army in South Africa. The head of each household, then as now, was given a census form to fill in on behalf of everyone residing in the household on a certain date, so there was no way that James could be recorded as living at the family home.


In fact, the 1911 census, conducted the year after Henry had joined the army, showed James as the head of the household and his occupation was shown as a ‘monumental mason’. It also showed Catherine, who by now was not working, and four children. The children were Mary Magdeline, aged 15 having been born in 1896, who was employed as a bookbinder; Beatrice Florence, aged 7 (b. 1903); John Robert, aged 5 (b. 1906); and George Albert, aged 10 months (b. 1910). By this time the family was living at 19 Kenilworth Street, Leamington Spa, in a five-room house. The census record showed that by 1911, the children’s grandmother, Jane Conroy, was dead, and that Catherine had given birth to eight children, of whom seven had survived. By 1911, Henry was already in the army, as was his brother James, who served throughout the First World War in the 1st Battalion King’s Own Yorkshire Regiment. Henry’s 11-year-old brother Samuel is shown in the 1911 census as living with Catherine’s sister Rose Ellen Cubitt at 39 Hilda Street, Grimsby. Aunt Rose was herself childless and almost certainly agreed to take Samuel in to relieve pressure in the Tandy household, which Catherine perhaps acknowledged by naming the daughter born in 1915 Rose Ellen, although she sadly died three years later. A further son, William Edward, was born in 1918, and was named after a brother, Edward William, who was born in 1909 but who died a year later.
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