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PREFACE







Of all the voices of the First World War there is one that has been consistently overlooked, the voice of the bereaved. And yet it has been there, hiding in plain sight, for almost a hundred years. Walk through any Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemetery and the brief inscriptions at the base of the headstones, masterpieces of compact emotion, will speak to you of love, joy, grief and pride, hope and despair. They will tell you where the soldiers came from, who their parents were, how they died, what they looked like, where they went to school what their job was. They will outline the cause for which they died – and they will even question it. They will quote the Bible and Shakespeare, Tennyson and Rupert Brooke, hymns and popular songs and in so doing reveal the cultural references of the era and the values of the society in which they lived.


These inscriptions have a strange genesis. It had never occurred to the bereaved that dead soldiers belonged to the State. Whilst the war was in progress they could understand the ban on the repatriation of bodies but when this was confirmed as policy after the Armistice there was an outcry. And not only were families not going to be allowed to bring their dead home but they weren’t going to be allowed to choose their own headstones. The State, in the form of the Imperial War Graves Commission, had decided on a uniform shape and design for everyone, a curve-topped, rectangular stone not even a cross. To many families this was a second, bitter bereavement forcing some of them to question what freedom they had all been fighting for if they were now going to have to ‘submit to the tyranny of the State’. As the mother of three dead sons put it, ‘never before in the history of man has a parent or widow been deprived of their right to erect a personal memorial’.


But the Commission was determined that the cemeteries should ‘speak in one voice of one death, one sacrifice, endured by Britain for the freedom of nations and the freedom of man’. They argued that to allow the families any choice over the style of headstone would destroy the cemeteries as a visual symbol of a great army that had fought together and died together in one common cause. Worse, it would destroy the outward and visible sign of the fact that in the eyes of the State all the deaths were equal whether the casualty was a general or a private, the son of a marquis or of a washerwoman. The Commission was intransigent.


However, it was this intransigence that ultimately enabled these cemeteries to articulate the greatest individuality of any buried army in history. The decision to have a headstone meant that there was room for an inscription. This would allow the Roman Catholic community, who were agitating because they feared their relations might not have received the Last Rites before they died, to remedy this with a formulaic text or prayer such as: ‘O sacred heart of Jesus have mercy on his soul’ or, ‘Immaculate heart of Mary intercede for him. Jesus have mercy on him’. Such formulas were designed to ease the dead man’s path through purgatory.


And if this concession was to be made for the Roman Catholic community it should be allowed for everyone. The Commission therefore announced that next-of-kin would be allowed to choose a headstone inscription with the following restrictions: it was to have no more than sixty-six letters, which would be charged at 3½d a letter; it should be in the nature of a text or prayer, and the Commission were to ‘have absolute power of rejection or acceptance’ over the families’ choices since, they asserted, it was ‘clearly undesirable to allow free scope for the effusions of the mortuary mason, the sentimental versifier, or the crank’.


Criticism of this last point came from an unusual quarter: The Times, inundated with letters of protest from the bereaved, questioned whether it was in fact ‘clearly undesirable’ to allow families the freedom to say whatever they wanted to in their inscription. It reasoned that:







The heart of the bereaved may be an epitaph which may seem absurd to people in another class of life; nor, by the way, is it at all certain that later generations will confirm the judgement of contemporary culture.







The Commission backed down. There is evidence that it did censor inscriptions but it also allowed through some that were both sentimental and surprisingly critical. And The Times was right, the hearts of the bereaved are in these epitaphs, and present-day culture does judge differently from the past, infinitely preferring ‘A mother’s love lies here’ to Horace’s ‘Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori’ (It is sweet and fitting to die for one’s country).


Epitaphs of the Great War: the Somme is an edited collection of a tiny fraction of these inscriptions. They belong to one hundred soldiers who were killed in action or died of wounds between 1 July and 18 November 1916 during the Somme campaign in which approximately 96,000 British soldiers lost their lives. Many of the dead have no graves and therefore no inscription. This includes some of the well-known dead of the campaign, the author Hector Hugh Munro known as Saki, and the composer George Butterworth. And of those who do have a grave, less than 40 per cent are thought to have an inscription. For some families the cost would have been too great, or they had moved away without a forwarding address, or they just didn’t reply. There are no inscriptions on the graves of the musician and rowing champion Frederick Septimus Kelly, or on that of the poet William Noel Hodgson. And there are no inscriptions on any New Zealand headstones. Their Government decided that the necessity for payment infringed the Commission’s principle of equality and so refused to allow them. Interestingly, it was for the very same reason that the Canadian Government decided that it would pay for all their soldiers’ inscriptions.


This book has come out of my project, Epitaphs of the Great War @WWInscriptions, which Tweets an inscription every day of the First World War Centenary – 4 August 2014 to 11 November 2018. The War Graves Commission’s attempt to limit the length of inscriptions to sixty-six characters is more restrictive than Twitter’s limit of 140. A blog post accompanies each Tweet, giving the inscription’s context. My aim has been to try to take us back into the hearts and minds of those who endured the war and suffered its bereavements, to hear their voice. They convey no single message.


I first visited a war cemetery on my honeymoon and am very grateful to my husband who has uncomplainingly accompanied me on many inscription-collecting expeditions when that was the only way to do it. This was before John Laffin and Trefor Jones published their invaluable collections: We Will Remember Them: AIF Epitaphs of World War I and On Fame’s Eternal Camping Ground: A Study of First World War epitaphs in the British cemeteries of the Western Front, and long before the Commonwealth War Graves Commission published their digitised records as part of their on-going commitment to the commemoration of the war dead. I now have three sons of military-service age – may I never have to choose an inscription for one of them.


Sarah Wearne


Bampton


April 2016
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CAPTAIN HOARE’S HEADSTONE IN GOMMECOURT BRITISH CEMETERY NO. 2, HEBUTERNE
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CAPTAIN RICHARD LENNARD HOARE


LONDON REGIMENT, THE RANGERS


DIED ON 1ST JULY 1916 AGED 33


BURIED IN GOMMECOURT BRITISH CEMETERY NO. 2, HEBUTERNE, FRANCE





This extract from the Rangers’ War Diary, timed and dated 1.30 am 2 July 1916, gives the bare details of Captain Hoare’s fate:




‘C’ Company, the centre left element of the attack, had also been hung up on uncut wire. Led by Captain Richard Hoare, who was killed by shrapnel in front of the German lines, the men desperately sought a passage through the German wire and into the relative safety of the German trenches but a hail of rifle fire and bombs was thinning their ranks by the minute.





The regimental history later estimated the casualties for 1 July as fifty-eight per cent:




There went into action with the Rangers, 23 officers and 780 other ranks. Answered their names at roll call: 6 officers and 280 other ranks.





Richard Hoare’s inscription, confirmed by his mother, Laura Hoare, speaks of the new heaven and the new earth that will be a consequence of Christ’s eventual triumph over the forces of evil:




And he shewed me a pure river of water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding out of the throne of God and of the Lamb. In the midst of the street of it, and on either side of the river, was there the tree of life, which bare twelve manner of fruits, and yielded her fruit every month: and the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations. Revelation 22:2
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