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Dedicated to the memory of
John Thomas Frederick (Jack) Fox
and to the men of the Imperial War Graves Commission
who suffered or died as a result of internment
1940–1945




Remember me,
’Tis all I ask.
But should remembrance prove a task
Forget me.


Entry in Florence Clarke’s autograph book
14 November 1919





Introduction


ON A FRESH afternoon in May 2001 a group of fifty or so elderly people gather in the playground of what used to be a school. The building – solid, grey brick, with high casement windows and an arched entrance – could pass for any pre-war primary. But this isn’t a London suburb or an English provincial town. This is Ieper in Belgium, better known in Britain by its French name, Ypres. The First World War Tommies called it Wipers.


They are here because seventy years ago or more they went to the school this used to be: the British Memorial School, Ypres. Almost all of them have travelled long distances and made a special effort to be here. This is not a regular event: many are seeing each other for the first time since May 1940. Some of the men are wearing medals, regimental ties and badges. An elegant woman has the Croix de Guerre pinned to her coat. There are shouts of recognition and emotional embraces. Wives and husbands are introduced. Life stories over six decades of war and peace are exchanged.


First, the formalities. Mr Luc Dehaene the burgomaster welcomes them back to West Flanders. Then the man who has brought them all together, James Fox, says how pleased he is to see them. This is an important and emotional day for Jimmy Fox; he has spent years tracing those who, like him and his four older sisters, were pupils at the Memorial School during its brief but influential life.


After the speeches, they move inside to what, in their day, was the main classroom. Now carpeted and comfortably furnished, it looks very different from how they remember it. But the ornate oak bookcase donated by a Sheffield benefactor in 1939 is still there and so is the board bearing the names of the 342 Old Etonians in whose memory the school was built.


Over cups of tea, they look at old photographs of themselves in school scenes long past: boys in short trousers stand to attention and salute the Union flag; girls in white frocks with flower garlands in their hair dance round a maypole; a fresh-faced Britannia holds court with her cardboard shield and trident. Memories flow of schooldays much like those of thousands of other British children of the period.


The black-and-white images speak of an ordered world of certainty and benign authority, of close family and a supportive community. For the moment, the former pupils relive childhoods remembered as happy, safe and carefree. They enjoy the occasion, an opportunity to celebrate friendship, the past, survival. There will be time enough later to recall less comforting memories, of the chaos that began soon after these photographs were taken, when the world they knew was tipped upside down.


Jimmy Fox was just starting to make sense of that world in 1940. Ypres was all he had ever known. He was born there to a Belgian mother and a British father in 1935. His father John – known as Jack – was a gardener who tended the graves of the Great War cemeteries that dotted the countryside on this northern section of the old Western Front. Jimmy’s large and loving family was part of a British community that had been there since 1919. Growing up in that community in those times didn’t seem so special. It was just home.


Now, after a decade of research, Jimmy understands how extraordinary it was. The 2001 reunion was just the first milestone in a mission to find out more about the community he was forced to leave as a young child in 1940. Since then he has traced many more surviving children of the British families of Ypres, recording their stories and copying the photographs in their family albums. By capturing their memories of youth – idyllic, heroic and tragic – Jimmy has uncovered a bigger and more affecting story than anyone could have imagined.


They didn’t know it at the time, but growing up in their peculiarly British outpost in Europe prepared these children for the fight of their lives. They were tested as no child in Britain was tested. Proximity to danger made them even more determined to defend the mother country – and to reclaim their adopted homeland from the oppressors who had forced them out.





1
Back from the Dead


We had seen other ruined towns, but none like this . . . Ypres has been bombarded to death.


Edith Wharton, Fighting France, From Dunkerque to
Belfort, 1915


AT THE END of the First World War Ypres was an unearthly place. Once home to 20,000 people, the only things that lived here now were weeds and rats. Of the fine medieval town hardly a building remained upright: its Gothic cathedral was rubble and the belfry of its magnificent thirteenth-century Cloth Hall reduced to a battered stump. In the snowy winter of 1918–19, it was said that a man on horseback could see from one side of the town to the other. Four years of almost constant shelling had reduced it from an affluent backwater to a ghostly wasteland.


Pat Beauchamp, a British nurse with the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY), came back after the Armistice to find pathos, horror and the bizarre among the ruins:


I was surprised to see anything at all of the once beautiful Cloth Hall. We took some snaps of the remains. A lot of discoloured bones were lying about among the debris disinterred from the cemetery by the bombardments. Heaps of powdered bricks were all that remained of many of the houses. The town gasometer had evidently been blown completely into the air; what was left of it was perched on its head in a drunken fashion.


This unhappy fate was due to an accident of military geography. Ypres had the misfortune to be at the centre of a ‘salient’, an arc of defensive lines that bulge out into enemy territory. In the static battle of entrenched positions that characterised the war in Flanders after the autumn of 1914, the ancient town found itself at the most vulnerable northern point of the Western Front, with the front line never more than a few kilometres away. When the Germans took the surrounding ridges to the south and east the following year, they used their strategic advantage and superior firepower to pour shells into the town below. ‘What Germany could not seize she destroyed,’ wrote one British campaign general later. The few remaining citizens who had survived the intensive bombardment of what became known as the First Battle of Ypres, the freezing winter of 1914–15, and the outbreaks of typhus that followed, finally abandoned their cellar refuges under British orders to evacuate.


Among the refugees were Charlotte Dunn’s mother and grandparents. Charlotte is now in her nineties and has lived in south-east England since 1940, but she has never lost her lilting Flemish accent or the belief that Belgium is her true home. She and her twin brother were born to the sound of shellfire in January 1918 in Boeschepe on the French border.


My mother and my grandparents had to leave Ypres because there was so much bombing. In 1915 they went over the border, just into France and they were there in an old farm. My grandfather used to go out with the wheelbarrow and see if he could pick a mattress or something up, you know, because their house was burnt down by the Germans and they had nothing. My mother and my grandmother used to do washing for the British soldiers. Covered in little insects, lice or something, she said the clothes were. They used to come past the little farm twice a week to go to the trenches and my grandmother would make coffee for them. It was winter and my mother had nothing, so she pinched this soldier’s socks. When he came for his washing he saw her wearing them, and that’s how my mother and father met.


As the residents moved out, the military moved in, making mess rooms in the cellars, a main dressing station beneath the old prison, and more than nine hundred dugouts in the seventeenth-century ramparts around the town and on its most exposed flank by the old Menin Gate. For the rest of the war, no one lived here except thousands of soldiers in their temporary underground shelters. Under almost continuous shellfire, it was a transit point where battalions mustered to go up to the front line, and to where they returned, exhausted and depleted. Troops from many nations passed through Ypres but it was the British and Empire forces based here who became most associated with the defence of the town and its Salient. Here, through the years of continual bombardment, three intensive battles and a final push, all the vile ingredients of trench warfare – gas, mud, vermin, foul weather, shellfire and snipers’ bullets – combined in a toxic brew.


Having a practically identical experience on the other side of no-man’s-land were the German troops, one of whom was a young infantryman in the 16th Bavarian Reserve Regiment, Adolf Hitler. Hitler’s part in the First Battle of Ypres earned him the Iron Cross, Second Class. His regiment suffered heavy losses there but returned to the Salient in 1917 and again just before the Armistice in 1918 where Hitler was temporarily blinded in a British mustard gas attack. Another world away, on his triumphant return to Ypres in June 1940, he made a point of visiting the German war cemetery at Langemark, five kilometres away, to pay homage to the young men who didn’t survive to see the rise and catastrophic impact of his Third Reich.


Chemical weapons were used by both sides in the Great War but their first major deployment – in the Second Battle of Ypres – heralded a barbaric new development in modern warfare. As the Germans unleashed almost 6,000 cylinders of chlorine gas into the south-westerly breeze on a fine day in April 1915, the effect on the enemy front line was as swift as it was horribly effective. War correspondent Philip Gibbs reported that men came staggering back to Ypres through the Lille and Menin gates with ‘some foul spell upon them’, gasping for breath, vomiting and then falling unconscious. Gas attacks killed few outright, but the temporary effects were devastating and a lifetime of respiratory problems often followed.


The Third Battle of Ypres produced one of the Great War’s most resonant place-names, a name that sounds to English ears very like the Valley of Death. Passchendaele, a hamlet to the north-east of Ypres, already wrecked by this stage of the war, was the focus of a battle that ranks alongside the Somme and Verdun for its death toll and its ultimate futility. The battle was fought in the late summer and autumn of 1917 in the wettest weather for seventy years. Conditions were appalling and losses on both sides the worst of the whole campaign. The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) suffered a quarter of a million casualties; the Germans more. In November the Canadians finally took the shattered village of Passchendaele but it was lost again a few months later in the great German offensive of spring 1918 when the Salient shrank to within spitting distance of Ypres itself.


During this time, some way back from the front line, Jimmy Fox’s father Jack was loading and firing 12-inch howitzers.


Dad had signed up with the Royal Garrison Artillery in 1912 and was posted to Hong Kong. When he came to France in 1915 he was working on the heavy guns. He’d tell me much later how the 12-inch guns would be mounted on railway carriages and move along the line. These were the weapons of mass destruction of their time and he must have caused hundreds of deaths with them. No wonder he never wanted to talk about it.


But this war of attrition was already drawing to a close. The spring offensive had exhausted German resources and will, the Americans had come into the war, and the tide had turned against the aggressor.


Though the Allies held Ypres and much of its Salient with a bitter determination, the human cost was unconscionable. The effort of defending this small patch of low-lying farmland cost the lives of 250,000 men from Britain and her Empire – mainly Australians, Canadians and from what is now the Indian subcontinent – a quarter of the total lost in the war. Many could not be identified. Of others there were no remains at all; they became ‘the missing’ with no known grave. The civilian dead were never properly counted; their remains still lay among the rubble.


At the time it seemed a price worth paying. Ypres had symbolic as well as strategic importance: less than 50 kilometres from Calais, with waterlogged land in between, it was the last bastion before the Channel ports. If Ypres was lost, the Bosche would be at the threshold of the British Empire. On this patch of the Western Front, the war was about more than saving plucky little Belgium from the rapacious Hun. For Britons, especially those in the comfort and safety of their homes, the defence of Ypres and the defence of the realm had become synonymous.


When the shelling finally stopped in October 1918, the boggy and bloodied Salient, with its hundreds of makeshift graveyards and ghostly ruins, assumed a spiritual, almost mystical, importance. It became ‘the immortal Salient’, a place of inexpressible tragedy but also a potent symbol of heroic sacrifice. This patina of sanctity eased broken hearts and troubled consciences; it yoked the unprecedented slaughter to a cause higher even than King and Country.


Sir William Pulteney, a lieutenant general in the Ypres campaign who later became a key figure in the life of the British colony there, chose The Immortal Salient as the title of a battlefield guide he wrote for the Ypres League after the war. Here he summed up this curious mix of grief and jingoism: ‘. . . our Dead lie here, the history of our manhood’s great day lives here’. Rudyard Kipling, who was to play an influential role in the creation of the new war cemeteries, caught the quasi-religious flavour of this post-war reaction to the place when he called Ypres ‘the very cathedral of Death’.


The dead certainly vastly outnumbered the living in Ypres by the end of the war. In the blasted battlefields surrounding the town were 200,000 British dead and missing alone. Of those who could be identified, the most fortunate were buried with due ceremony in existing communal cemeteries. The rest lay in crudely marked graves where they fell or in hastily constructed cemeteries near the casualty clearing stations and forward dressing stations, and where fierce skirmishes had taken place – only to risk the further indignity of being blown up repeatedly in subsequent shelling. There were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of bodies and bits of bodies still unburied on the battlefields, and a vast legion of the missing. It was a place of the Dead.


But it would be the Dead who would rescue Ypres from oblivion.


In the week of the November 1918 Armistice a small item under the headline ‘Visits to Battlefields’ appeared in the British press:


The Press Association is informed by the Secretary to Messrs Thomas Cook & Son that they already have their arrangements in a practically complete form for visits to the various battlefields by those who have lost relatives and friends in the War. ‘Of course’, said the Secretary, ‘it is a little too early to state definitely what we shall do, as it depends on the facilities which can be afforded by the railway and the number of motors placed at our disposal by the authorities. We have, however, a considerable staff of our own serving at the front and when they are at liberty we shall be able to grapple with the matter in a most expeditious manner.’


Battlefield tourism had begun, and with it a fierce debate about whether this meant salvation or sacrilege for Ypres.


Despite its lunar appearance and the final exodus of its residents in 1915, Ypres had never been a ghost town. Throughout the war it was not only full of troops, it also attracted a steady stream of journalists, commentators and writers, fascinated by the romantic grandeur of its ruins and the horror of the surrounding conflict. Arthur Conan Doyle wrote in 1916 (admittedly while there was still something left of them), ‘. . . we marvelled at the beauty of the smashed cathedral and the tottering Cloth Hall beside it. Surely at their best they could not have looked more wonderful than now.’ American novelist Edith Wharton, working as a volunteer with refugees in France, visited in 1915 after the First Battle of Ypres: ‘The singular distinction of the city is that it is destroyed but not abased. The walls of the cathedral, the long bulk of the Cloth Hall, still lift themselves above the market place with a majesty that seems to silence compassion.’


As the town was gradually reduced to rubble over the course of the war, the appetite at home for descriptions of ‘the tragedy of Ypres’ grew more ravenous. Born of pity, personal loss or plain morbid curiosity, this unlikely market was soon to be translated into a booming tourist business. The novelist Arnold Bennett had predicted this with eerie accuracy in 1915 in his account of the early stages of the war, Over There: War Scenes on the Western Front:


The immediate future of Ypres, after the war, is plain. It will instantly become one of the show places of the world. Hotels will appear out of the ground, guides and touts will pullulate at the railway station, the tour of the ruins will be mapped out, and the tourists and globetrotters of the whole planet will follow that tour in batches like staring sheep. Much money will be amassed by a few persons out of the exhibition of misfortune and woe. A sinister fate for a community! Nevertheless, the thing must come to pass, and it is well that it should come to pass. The greater the number of people who see Ypres for themselves, the greater the hope for mankind.


As 1919 dawned, ruined Ypres started to become quite a busy place. Determined former residents were already drifting back, Charlotte Dunn’s grandfather among them, even before the Armistice was signed, to start again on the site of their old homes, living in cellars and shelters made from sheets of corrugated iron, salvaged timber and the detritus of war that littered the place. There were still plenty of soldiers about: demobilisation was slow and since the end of hostilities, in theory at least, they had more time for entertainment. Temporary clapboard shops, cafés and hotels soon appeared in the spaces cleared of rubble, to cater for the military and to accommodate the increasing numbers of civilian visitors coming to see the battlefields and graveyards.


But the Salient was still a lethal place. As well as the general debris of war, Ypres was surrounded by collapsed trenches, water-filled craters, unexploded ordnance and the rotting remains of horses and men. Though battlefield clearance (a hygienic name for a dreadful job carried out by the Chinese Labour Corps) had started, visitors were not yet allowed anywhere near them, unless with special dispensation from, and under supervision by, the Army. Money and contacts worked wonders, however, and no one could stop the most determined grieving relative intent on finding the last resting place of a loved one.


John Parminter’s uncle, Captain Percy Douglas Parminter, whom John always knew as Uncle PD, worked for the Directorate of Graves Registration and Enquiries in Ypres in 1919 while he was waiting to be demobbed. This precursor to the Imperial War Graves Commission (IWGC) was set up to record burials and help relatives trace graves. Writing more than forty years later about the state of the battlefields, he recalled:


It was dangerous enough for those of us accustomed to warfare and to have allowed civilians to wander around on their own would have been asking for trouble. I have vivid recollections of passing a Chinese Labour Corps camp engaged in clearance work not far from ‘Shrapnel Corner’ just outside of Ypres one evening in 1919. Some of them had got hold of a box of live Mills bombs [grenades] and were having a private war on their own with them. Several were wounded and one killed before they could be stopped.


In the town, conditions weren’t much healthier. The ruins were infested with rats, ‘some as big as cats’, there was no sanitation and everything – including water – had to be brought in daily. The rich could afford to stay away for the time being. Those with large businesses cut their losses, selling their ruined premises off cheaply. No one yet knew if compensation would be available. But the enterprising Flemish were no strangers to hard work and they seized the chance to reclaim their home town.


Returning residents and those from further afield saw another kind of opportunity and soon cashed in to meet the needs of the new influx of visitors. Eighteen-year-old Germaine Vercruysse and her parents set about clearing debris from the site of their old business in the market square and erected the first temporary hotel-restaurant in a wooden hut. They called it the British Tavern and Germaine later married Uncle PD. Following their example, other places of rest and refreshment sprang up with reassuringly familiar names: the Victoria Palace, the Splendid, and Skindles, after the fashionable Thames-side watering hole of the time. Humbler establishments, small bars or estaminets were created from former dugouts and ex-army huts. Souvenir sellers touted their wares among the ruins. Ypres was starting to take on the character of a frontier town: gaudy, permissive and slightly dangerous.


This development was noted with extreme distaste by British commentators, especially those who’d had personal experience of the war in Flanders. The ‘well known War Correspondent and Artist’ Julius M. Price fulminated in a 1919 periodical:


I was in Ypres last week and was inexpressibly shocked to note the desecration that is going on there in the shape of wooden ‘hotels’, restaurants and cafés, which are springing up rapidly in the midst of the ruins . . . The whole place positively teems with memories, and there is not a corner of this soil but where British blood has been shed. When, therefore, one’s musings are disturbed by the strident blast of a motor-horn and a luxurious touring car, crowded with smart sight-seers, hurtles past – or one comes across the newly-erected restaurants and cafés alongside ruins, under which, maybe, gallant men lost their lives, one has the feeling that it is all wrong – and positively indecent . . . Ypres and the Salient to-day are but a vast British sepulchre, and should be respected as such.


Presumably Mr Price arrived in Ypres by magic and went unrefreshed for the duration of his visit. His outrage has a whiff of hypocrisy. After all, he was a sightseer like everyone else.


Meanwhile the debate about the future of the town was being conducted at a national political level. With an arrogance that seems breathtaking from this distance, the recently appointed British Secretary of State for War, Winston Churchill, seriously suggested that Belgium should hand over the town to the British so that it could be preserved in its ruined state as ‘holy ground’ in memory of the sacrifice of the victor’s war dead.


‘A more sacred place for the British race does not exist in the world,’ he told the newly established Imperial War Graves Commission, of which he was now Chairman. He instructed his Vice Chairman, Fabian Ware, to find ways of opening negotiations with the Belgian government. In this, Churchill was at one with his generals and the mourning public he represented: he had commanded a battalion at Ploegsteert in 1916 and he understood just how far the agony of Ypres had gripped the public imagination. To Britons at home and to the thousands of British troops who had survived their service on the Salient, Ypres was already theirs in spirit, if not in law. They believed they had every right to feel proprietorial.


Unsurprisingly, the Belgians had other ideas. As early as 1916, the town architect Jules Coomans had official approval in principle from the burgomaster to rebuild Ypres in its medieval likeness, reconstructing the major buildings exactly as they had been. Coomans had more than a passing professional interest in this plan. Before the war he had overseen a major twenty-year restoration project of all the town’s most historic buildings. This was all but complete in 1914, just as the first German howitzers were taking aim at his handiwork.


In parallel, a much more radical plan by the government-appointed architect Eugène Dhuicque proposed a completely new town on the site. To satisfy British sensibilities and their demands for a sacred site, the ruins of the cathedral and the Cloth Hall and their surrounding houses would be preserved as a park with a ‘zone of silence’ in the centre. To protect them from souvenir seekers and further encroachment by temporary buildings, the ruins now had a cordon sanitaire – a rather puny wire fence patrolled by a teenage guard. More effective, certainly more striking, a wooden board in English by order of the town mayor warned:


THIS IS HOLY GROUND
NO STONE OF THIS FABRIC MAY BE TAKEN AWAY
IT IS A HERITAGE FOR ALL CIVILISED PEOPLES


At the end of February 1919, Churchill tried again. He wrote to Fabian Ware:


What have you been doing about my suggestion for acquiring Ypres as a British mausoleum, and what steps do you recommend me to take to bring this idea into actual operation? A letter should surely be written to the Belgian Government asking on what terms they would give or sell the ruins of the town to us.


Ware prevaricated, conscious of the practical difficulties of displacing so many people from their homes in a country already ravaged by war. In any case, things were moving too quickly. Within weeks the Belgian government, through the King Albert Refugee Relief Fund, was erecting temporary homes for former residents on the town’s biggest open space, the Plaine d’Amour. These weather-board huts with corrugated-iron roofs had no running water, but they were better than a rat-infested ruin or a damp dugout. Charlotte Dunn’s grandparents moved in to one of them and were allotted a small piece of land, a goat, a couple of chickens and some rabbits. While Charlotte’s father was travelling back and forth to the UK, awaiting demobilisation, the family lived here for some of the time. A precious photograph from the early 1920s shows Charlotte and her twin brother, Priestley, outside their grandparents’ hut, posing proudly with their livestock.


By July 1919 the offer of financial incentives to return and the promise of war damages opened the way for an influx of returnees. Churchill’s vision of keeping Ypres for the Dead was being overtaken by events.


Realising that the town was being rapidly reclaimed under their noses, the British compromised and fell in with the Belgian government’s plan for a smaller memorial park based on the Cloth Hall ruins. But the locals weren’t happy. Relations between independent-minded Flemish-speaking West Flanders and French-speaking Brussels were traditionally cool. The citizens of Ypres protested vehemently against the Brussels-imposed plan; they wanted their ‘old’ town back. The government, squeezed between pressure from the British to whom they felt a great debt of gratitude, and the citizens whose town after all this was, postponed a decision. Finally, in 1921, amid much grumbling and disappointment from the generals and ex-servicemen’s organisations at home, Britain gave up any claim to ‘holy ground’ and settled instead on the idea of a purpose-built memorial.


This was the right decision. The new monument would have a much greater impact on the future importance and prosperity of Ypres than any fenced-off ruin or ‘zone of silence’. It was to be erected on the shell-blown ramparts at the town’s most infamous and symbolic entrance – the Menin Gate.


Within a couple of years of the end of the war Ypres was booming. By 1922, rebuilding to Coomans’ master plan was well under way and the town teemed with five thousand labourers, builders and architects, spawning more new businesses set up to serve them. Work was plentiful and so were the opportunities for leisure – extended since the introduction of a 48-hour working week the previous year.


The social fabric of Ypres was under reconstruction too: new clubs and societies were formed – many of them by and for ex-servicemen – and the traditional processions, fairs and festivals soon started up again. As early as 1919 the St Peter’s Fair resumed with a cycle race starting outside the wreck of the former post office and the Kattenfest, the famous Cats Festival where symbolic cats are thrown from buildings to ward off evil spirits, was reinstated in 1921.


The population had already rapidly expanded from a handful of plucky returnees in the autumn of 1918 to six thousand by the end of 1920. Now it was boosted, not only by those involved in rebuilding work, but by a significant community of British ex-servicemen. Demobbed, and many now with Belgian wives and girlfriends, they were a vital part of Ypres’ reincarnation as a tourist attraction and place of pilgrimage.


After demobilisation Captain P. D. Parminter and his brother bought an ex-army hospital hut by the railway station and established an upmarket taxi and charabanc company offering personally conducted tours ‘to the elite’, as his nephew John describes them, ‘Lords, and those with money, and people who could travel’. To prove it, John still has a handwritten letter on Kensington Palace notepaper from Queen Mary’s younger brother, the Earl of Athlone:


I have much pleasure in recommending the ‘Wipers Auto Service’ to anyone who desires to visit the various battle sectors. During a stay of four days, Princess Alice and I used one of the excellent cars driven by Mr Parminter, who knows the battlefields well.


But for anyone, peer or pauper, getting around the Salient was a problem initially. As Uncle PD recalled:


Transport difficulties were immense in those early days . . . North and west all rail communications had been completely destroyed. Roads to the west were usable – the main supply route to the Ypres Salient through Poperinghe and Vlamertinghe having been raised in long sections and strengthened by the Royal Engineers to carry heavy traffic and shell holes rapidly filled in again after a bombardment. Most others around Ypres had been blown out of existence, and it was a long time before any motor transport could be used.


As soon as roads became passable, other British ex-servicemen started taxi and tour companies, often buying up ex-army vehicles. It was an obvious choice for a post-war small business: they had detailed knowledge of the terrain and the battles that had taken place there, and could spice up any tour with spine-chilling personal anecdotes; they spoke the same language as the visitors, and could count on their sympathy and respect. Dozens of small firms sprang up and, as contemporary photographs show, pullulated round the station just as Arnold Bennett had predicted.


One ambitious tour operator was Leo Murphy, a regular soldier who first came to Flanders at the start of the war with the 1st Battalion the Queen’s Royal Regiment and established his British Touring Information Bureau in 1919. But he was best known for his famous Ypres Salient War Museum, the largest collection of war materials in private hands in the world until the outbreak of the Second World War. His son Francis is ninety and nearly blind now, but still manages to show off his father’s extensive collection of photos and memorabilia from the post-war days in Ypres.


He had several businesses; one was as a tour operator. He organised for ex-servicemen to come over and visit Belgium, Holland and France on a seven-day tour. They’d cross by boat to Ostend and he’d have luxury coaches to meet them and take them to these countries. When I was seventeen, eighteen, I’d go with them as a kind of tour guide. We also had a shop, run by my mother, that sold lace and souvenirs, but his biggest thing was the museum. He used to say to the British soldiers, ‘Mention any small weapon or any weapon you like, or any article – even a horse’s gas mask – and I’ll show you one, it’s all here!’


Francis points out one of his father’s favourite exhibits. It sounds unlikely but there is a photograph to prove it: a German gas shell with a smaller British shell embedded in the middle of it. Neither had exploded but apparently the contents leached out, gassing all the Germans within striking distance.


Leo Murphy had a distinguished war record, winning the Croix de Guerre and the Medaille Militaire for organising the civilian evacuation of Béthune under heavy fire in 1915.


Father organised the evacuation of the population and the transport to get them away. And whilst he was going through this town which was being shelled and bombed like mad, he heard voices in a bombed house and dug down to the cellar and rescued a man, his wife and daughter. And he married the daughter – my mother!


Leo was a gifted linguist and spoke six languages, a facility that found him in intelligence work later in the war. His family originated from County Cork (Ireland was part of the United Kingdom until 1922) and he was intensely patriotic.


Father had the biggest Union flag he could buy. God knows how many yards long it was – at least three yards long and one and a half wide and it flew outside our house, over the shop, day and night. In fact people would call on us thinking we were the British Consulate! They’d ask for advice and we’d give it to them! Of course we explained we weren’t the Consulate, we were just business people.


As well as making a large contribution to post-war civic life in Ypres – there are dozens of photographs of him accompanying visiting dignitaries – Murphy and his family worked hard in all their enterprises. Francis remembers that, though the peak season ran from Whitsun to the end of August, the shop stayed open all year and they would open the museum on demand.


If tourists rang the bell and wanted to see the museum at seven o’clock in the morning, we would get up and open up. Or at eleven o’clock at night because they were leaving early the next morning, and said could they see the museum and see my mother’s shop, because they wanted to go back with souvenirs of hand-made lace . . . so yes, we would open up.


Murphy knew his market and he gave them exactly what they wanted: safe exposure to the horrible hardware and curios of war; tours of where it all happened from the security of a charabanc; and a nice bit of lace and some postcards to take home as mementos. Because, though many of his customers were war veterans, many more were women – the mothers, wives, sisters and fiancées of the dead.


Transport problems and the scarcity of comfortable accommodation notwithstanding, visitors started arriving in Ypres in large numbers. They came in two forms: the battlefield tourists and the pilgrims. The distinction between them sometimes blurred, but those who came to mourn and remember the dead usually had very different needs and motivations from the merely curious. They, and more particularly those expressing views on their behalf, found the sightseers and the commercialisation of the battlefields ‘business’ abhorrent.


A piece in the Daily Express in September 1919 was typical of many. The writer expected Ypres to be full of pious pilgrims but instead he found ‘morbid seekers after sensation. Vandals. Ghouls of the battlefield.’ A slightly later piece in the magazine of the Ypres League, the Ypres Times, was obviously meant to be dismissive but strikes us now (with the addition of a rebuilt Cloth Hall and air-conditioned coaches) as a fair description of any First World War battlefield tour today:


In they come with a rattle and a clatter through the Menin Gate, all packed together in huge char-a-bancs, and after a raucous-voiced guide has pointed out the very obvious Cloth Hall ruins, they are whirled away to one of the show places, perhaps Hill 60, and when they get back home they think they have seen Ypres and the Salient, and perhaps begin to wonder what all the fuss is about.


So much was written during the course of the war about its terrible cost and impact in the Ypres Salient – much of it in floridly patriotic terms – that there was intense public interest in coming to see these sights as soon as the Armistice was signed. Interest was served and fuelled by those staples of the modern tourist trade, the guidebook and the package tour. Michelin started publishing battlefield guides while the war was still in progress and dozens more were produced in English between 1919 and 1921. By 1919, Thomas Cook was already offering two levels of battlefield tour: a luxury package at thirty-five guineas (£36.75) and a more modest option at nine and a half guineas (about £10). Other British travel agencies were quick to jump on the bandwagon. A battlefields tour was sold as a convenient and educational side-trip for visitors staying in the coastal resorts between Ostend and Le Touquet, just as today it is an optional adjunct to a three-day city break in Lille or Bruges.


From the Ypres end, small operators like Leo Murphy offered a local, more tailored, and more personal service. Once there, independent travellers could make use of facilities like Captain Parminter’s Wipers Autos and the comforts – under a corrugated-iron roof – of the Hôtel de la Gare run by his sister-in-law, John’s mother Simone.


Foreign travel had started to take off before the war but mass tourism was still to come; travel remained pretty much the preserve of the comfortable and leisured classes. Paid holidays were not the norm for working people and the average industrial wage of around £3 a week meant that a few days in Belgium – even if it was to see the final resting place of a husband or son – was well out of reach for the majority. So the commercial end of the market served those who could afford both the time and the money.


Disliked as they were by those who, wanting to protect the sanctity and ‘immortality’ of the Salient, disparaged their lack of reverence and their ostentatious spending habits, these early battlefield tourists were vital to Ypres’ – and Belgium’s – fragile re-emerging economy. Importantly for the nascent British colony, they also helped sustain the growing number of families headed by British ex-servicemen who had decided to make their new lives there.


Ironically, all the doubtless heartfelt but nevertheless highly emotive journalism about the Salient’s sacred soil and its symbolic importance as ‘the place of sacrifice of the best of England’s sons’ (as one writer put it in 1915) not only helped brand Ypres as a pilgrimage destination for the bereaved; it also attracted those who perhaps didn’t have a ‘proper’ reason to go, but who wanted to associate themselves with the mass outpouring of grief after the war. This was a time when nations and communities as well as individuals felt a huge sense of loss, a painful hurt seeking resolution in some kind of healing gesture or action. In that sense, they were all pilgrims. They were all looking for meaning in a disaster unprecedented, incomprehensible, in its scale and human cost.


The ex-serviceman was another kind of pilgrim, returning to honour fallen comrades, to commemorate the efforts of his regiment or battalion and – less consciously perhaps – to rekindle the intensity of feeling and kinship forged on the battlefield in the limbo of the post-war world. Together, the bereaved, the war veteran and the non-combatant seeking vicarious war thrills made a volatile and sometimes inharmonious mix. The ‘real’ pilgrim, however, was distinguishable by a sole and determined purpose: to find the grave of a loved one or, if there was no grave to find, to inhabit the landscape where he had spent his final weeks. This was no excuse for the adventure of foreign travel; it was an emotional journey that the mourner felt impelled to make, a ‘sacred quest’.


The Revd. Philip (Tubby) Clayton founded Talbot House, the servicemen’s refuge in nearby Poperinghe that inspired the international voluntary service organisation Toc H. Clayton knew about the lives of soldiers in war. Afterwards he wrote feelingly about the burden of the pilgrim’s journey and the promise of relief it held:


As you go, sadly proud, about the Ypres countryside, you will feel that you are in a land given over utterly to hatred . . . You will feel held down by the horror of it all, submerged in a dark atmosphere of mud and murder, groping in a grim underworld of demented passion. The whole place is like the crater of a volcano, with the lava scarcely cool. Into this your love thrusts you upon your sacred quest, that you may know at least where they had laid him.


This appeared in The Pilgrim’s Guide to the Ypres Salient published by Talbot House in May 1920. ‘Compiled, written and illustrated gratuitously’ by ex-servicemen, it aimed to give ‘those who desire to visit the Graves and Battlefields a dependable and comprehensive Guide to their actions from the moment when they decide to undertake the journey until the moment when they once again set foot in England’. Unlike any Michelin guide, it gave frank appraisals of the available accommodation (Ypriana – ‘cheerful, clean, cooking good’; Splendid – ‘rather expensive’, and somewhat unnecessarily, Hôtel de la Gare – ‘opposite Station’) and pointed out cheap options (‘Situated outside the Menin Gate there are several restaurants newly built of wood, which have rooms to let from 5 to 10F per night’). It was informative, too, for those who could afford to be choosy. Among the advertisements for ‘Battlefield tours de Luxe: personally conducted tours by ex-officers in high class motor cars’, the Manchester Guardian and a four-page spread on Rolls-Royce cars, appears a note: ‘Ypres is a more convenient centre than Poperinghe for visiting the Salient. But those who look for a higher standard of comfort than can be found in its wooden buildings, would do well to take rooms at Skindles Hotel, Poperinghe.’


Most importantly, given that the overwhelming majority of the dead and missing were from the industrial and agricultural classes, and a war widow’s pension was far less than the average weekly wage, the Guide gave information about the growing number of organisations offering low-cost accommodation and subsidised travel for pilgrims of limited means.


The YMCA was among the first to offer basic accommodation for pilgrims in Ypres, opening its forty-bed hostel in August 1919. The Church Army wasn’t far behind: the Guide notes that it has ‘a similar scheme under consideration. Particulars can be obtained from Mr Screech, Church Army Hut, near the Prison, Ypres’. The St Barnabas Society, funded by private donations and set up in 1919 to help relatives visit war graves, established hostels in Calais, Boulogne and nearby Hazebrouck, each with its own chapel for private prayer. ‘They provide a sympathetic home atmosphere for all those visiting graves’, the Guide notes approvingly, ‘and are entirely free from the Tourist Agent element’. A valued service for women travelling alone or perhaps in small groups was the availability of a St Barnabas ‘lady worker’ to meet them at Ostend and escort them to their accommodation – an early and benevolent incarnation of the holiday rep.


Ex-servicemen’s organisations too – the British Legion and the Ypres League – organised pilgrimages for considerably less than the cost of a commercial tour. With second- or third-class travel, hostel or small hotel accommodation and no profit margin, these brought a visit to the battlefields within reach for many: one in 1920 offered travel and two days board in Ypres for £3 11s 6d (about £3.60). A number of free places were available to the most deserving, allowing some of the poorest to make the trip. A grateful widow, Lillian Payton, wrote to the Ypres League in 1926: ‘I enclose a photo which I took of our “little bit of England”, and the memory of our visit to Ypres and the motto of the League will remain with us always.’ Alongside the letter, published in the Ypres Times, is a touching picture of her son Bertie, in his school uniform, cap in hand, by his father’s grave. Ever alive to the power of an emotive image, the League made good use of this later in a rather different piece of propaganda.


They came at first as individuals and in small informal groups, then the pilgrims started to arrive in bigger, organised parties throughout the 1920s. The largest was led by the British Legion in August 1928 when 11,000 ex-servicemen and their families visited Ypres and the Western Front, led by Edward, Prince of Wales, and Prince Charles of Belgium.


Why did they come in such numbers to such a benighted place? They were looking for comfort, a way to come to terms with the unbearable pain of a violent parting from a lover, son or best friend. They craved that elusive message of hope sought by all war-bereaved: that the sacrifice hadn’t been in vain. Above all they were looking for a permanent marker that would provide public recognition and private solace. A name carved in stone in a quiet and beautiful place that looked a little like home.


Now the men who had known Flanders fields only too well during 1914–18 returned to Ypres to start the task of burying and memorialising the dead. The work of the Imperial War Graves Commission began in earnest.
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Builders of Silent Cities


We are the Dead. Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,
Loved and were loved, and now we lie
In Flanders fields.


John McCrae, 1872–1918


THE BRITISH CAME to Ypres because of the Dead. First, the mourners and then the men who came to make the cemeteries.


When the mourners started coming, even the biggest cemeteries were rudimentary and temporary-looking. Most weren’t really cemeteries at all, perhaps just an outcrop of crude crosses on the edge of a water-filled crater in a muddy field. By the end of the war there were hundreds of these hurriedly made graveyards on the Ypres Salient, often dug in darkness or in the mists of early morning, sometimes under shellfire, men buried with as much solemnity as haste allowed. Others, to be discovered perhaps many decades later, lay with limbs intertwined in unidentified mass graves where they were interred by the enemy after a major offensive. Many weren’t buried at all but still lay out in the fields and in the trenches where they fell. Hardest for their bereaved to bear, of thousands there was no trace at all. They had been blown to oblivion as they died, before they could be buried, or as they lay in their graves.


For those fortunate enough to have a marked grave to survive the duration, even here there was pathetic disarray. On his first visit to the battlefields in 1917, the architect Edwin Lutyens discovered a desolate new universe. He saw scattered graveyards – many inaccessible because nearby roads had been completely destroyed – ‘and then a ribbon of isolated graves like a milky way across miles of country, where men were tucked in where they fell . . . For miles these graves occur, from single graves to close-packed areas of thousands, on every sort of site and in every sort of position.’


By the beginning of 1919, as mourners poured not only into the Ypres Salient but to other battle sites along the Western Front, there was intense pressure to bring order to this chaos and to give practical expression to the eulogies to the war dead that the public were so used to hearing from their political and military masters. This task, previously unimaginable in its scale and sensitivity, fell to a small organisation that had been in operation for less than two years. In its early days it faced formidable practical and political obstacles and scorching criticism for its radical policies. The objective was doubly delicate: to satisfy the needs of hundreds of thousands of families in mourning, but also to create a vast memorial overseas that would in perpetuity reflect the values of the nation that built it. Even trickier, it had to pay proper tribute to its war dead without glorifying war itself.


In this daunting task the new Imperial War Graves Commission had two vital assets: a leader of energy and vision and a workforce of exceptional dedication.


Fabian Ware was already too old, at forty-five, for active service in 1914. An educationalist and colonial administrator in South Africa who went on to edit a national newspaper, the Morning Post, Ware had already distinguished himself in a variety of fields, picking up useful contacts and diplomacy skills along the way. More importantly, perhaps, he had formed a view of Britain’s leadership role in the world that did not hark back to the Edwardian legacy of Empire. He believed that cooperation and partnership among equals achieved more than the imposition of the will of the strongest. He was a patriot, but also a forward thinker.


As soon as war was declared Ware volunteered his services to the British Red Cross. In September 1914 he found himself in Lille in charge of a ‘mobile unit’, a motley collection of volunteers and their cars who moved around forward areas – and occasionally behind enemy lines – to pick up the wounded, give emergency first aid and transport them to field hospitals. It was while performing this service for French soldiers in the early months of the war that Ware grew increasingly concerned about the fate of the British dead. He noticed the hastily made burial grounds, how the rain and wind soon obliterated the inscriptions on the temporary wooden crosses, and how there seemed to be no system in place for recording the location of graves and who occupied them, so that relatives could find them later.


Ware quietly expanded the work of his unit, with support from the Red Cross, to seek out, record, and mark British graves using imprinted zinc strips on tarred wooden crosses that wouldn’t rot in the wet. To find graves often scattered over a wide area of countryside, his men used an informal network of local contacts – with priests and children proving the best informants. One of his team wrote of his satisfaction at doing this early work:


It frequently requires considerable patience and some skill as an amateur detective to find the grave of some poor fellow who has been shot in some out of the way turnip field and hurriedly buried, but I feel my modest efforts amply rewarded when I return a day or two later with a wooden cross with a neat inscription and plant it at the head of his grave, for I have the proud satisfaction of knowing that I have done some slight honour to one brave man who has died for his country.


Despite initial opposition from the Army, who were responsible for battlefield burials, Ware used his powers of persuasion and the evidence of a difficult job being well done to convince the Adjutant General of the British Expeditionary Force, General Macready, that this work should be put on a more formal footing. By the spring of 1915 Ware’s mobile unit had assumed official responsibility for this work, together with a title, the Graves Registration Commission. By October over 30,000 graves had been identified and recorded in France and Belgium, and its work was transferred from the auspices of the Red Cross to the Army.


Ware’s helpers were all still volunteers with no army rank or pay structure, but the vital nature of their work for morale at the front and at home was soon grasped at the highest level in the military command. General Haig reported to the War Office:


It is fully recognised that the work of the organisation is of purely sentimental value, and that it does not directly contribute to the successful termination of the war. It has, however, an extraordinary moral value to the troops in the field as well as to the relatives and friends of the dead at home. The mere fact that these officers visit day after day the cemeteries close behind the trenches, fully exposed to shell and rifle fire, accurately to record not only the names of the dead but also the exact place of burial, has a symbolic value to the men that it would be difficult to exaggerate.


Ware’s work received further recognition when, in spring 1916, his organisation was re-designated as the Directorate of Graves Registration and Enquiries and its officers given commissions; Ware himself became a lieutenant colonel. It was now a fully-fledged part of the Army. By May he reported that 50,000 graves had been registered, 5,000 enquiries answered, 2,500 photographs of graves supplied to relatives and 200 prospective permanent cemetery sites selected. But Ware knew that these efforts, essential as they were, could only be the beginning of the much larger operation ahead.


He began preparing for the future. In 1915, in an early gesture of generosity and solidarity, France had passed a law that granted Britain land in perpetuity for war cemeteries. Ware now worked hard with colleagues to persuade the Belgian government – in exile and with most of its land occupied by Germany – to do the same, with delicate negotiations coming to fruition in 1917. He courted influential figures in the arts and architecture who he thought could help him achieve his vision of simple, beautiful and elegant cemeteries that would be a credit to the war dead and to Britain. It is likely that he first met the most distinguished architect of the day, Edwin Lutyens, through their mutual contact with Alfred, Lord Milner, with whom Ware had worked in South Africa. Lutyens was impressed, finding Ware ‘a most excellent fellow and very keen to do the right thing without fear or favour of the present sentiment. With a preference for the most permanent and perfect.’


Efforts were started to make the temporary cemeteries less bleak and unwelcoming. Horticultural advice was sought from the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew and an expert toured thirty-seven cemeteries in France, reporting back on suitable plants and shrubs for the conditions he found there. Simple planting schemes – grass and annuals – were started in the larger cemeteries in forward areas where they had an uplifting effect on the troops: ‘They cheer our men who are constant visitors to our cemeteries and who frequently pass them when on the march,’ wrote the Kew adviser, Arthur Hill. By the autumn of 1917 there were four plant nurseries supplying the cemeteries of the Western Front and a substantial gardening contingent consisting of men unfit for military service and women from Queen Mary’s Auxiliary Army Corps. The Army wouldn’t pay for plants, tools and transport, so these were funded by the Red Cross.


When the horticultural work began in 1916 the war was still only at its mid-point, with the bloodbaths of the Somme and Passchendaele yet to come. Nevertheless the toll continued to mount, and with it the workload of keeping track of the dead and missing. Ware was constantly in the field, directing and observing. But he also had his sights firmly on arrangements for carrying the work forward on a permanent basis as soon as hostilities ended. Fearing a free-for-all once the Army relinquished control after the war, he started lobbying for an ‘imperial commission’ to care for soldiers’ graves and to take charge of permanent memorials in their honour.


As Ware saw it, the task of burying the war dead was fraught with problems that had to be overcome before his vision of a ‘permanent and perfect’ memorial could be realised. One of the first difficulties to arise was bodies going AWOL. For reasons of practicality and economy (but also ethics) the Army had banned the exhumation and repatriation of remains early on in the war. However, families with money and influence were often determined to ‘bring their men home’ for private burial and there were those in France and Belgium only too willing to provide this service for a fee. In some cases private enterprise wasn’t necessary. In 1915 the body of a British officer, a grandson of Prime Minister William Gladstone, was dug up under fire and transported to England ‘in obedience to pressure from a very high quarter’. A number of similar instances were reported, though no record of illegal repatriations was kept. Once the war was over, the Army’s writ would no longer run; families could demand that their dead be disinterred and returned to them. By the end of 1918, requests for repatriation were running at the rate of ninety a week. The possibility of burial apartheid – officers brought home, men buried abroad – was real.


Then there was the question of the erection of private memorials in war cemeteries. The Victorians had made the commemoration of the dead something of a fetish and this had only accentuated the traditional link with wealth, class and social rank: the wealthier and more important the family, the bigger and more ostentatious the physical manifestation of their grief. Classical pillars with weeping maidens, angels, cherubs and crosses of all dimensions made many civil cemeteries a restless jumble of masonry. Rank bought prominence. Cemeteries for the military, in which rank is all, could go the same way.
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