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PROLOGUE





  Serre Road Cemetery No. 2 is the largest British military cemetery on the battlefields of the Somme. Its thousands of brilliant white head-stones stand stark against a long, emerald slope about a mile north of Beaumont-Hamel, a tiny French village that never fully recovered from the devastating battles of 1916. Nearly 70 percent of those stones bear the famous epitaph composed by Rudyard Kipling, himself the father of a missing son: “A Soldier of the Great War, Known Unto God.”1




  Every year, thousands of people visit Serre Road No. 2. Some are pilgrims who come to leave a quiet offering on one special grave. Others are tourists who come to contemplate the battles that churned the blood-soaked fields for miles around. Others are schoolchildren who come because a trip to the Western Front is a part of their history curriculum and Serre Road No. 2 has a parking area large enough to accommodate a pair of coach buses.
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  Serre Road Cemetery No. 2. Photo by author
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  Serre Road Cemetery No. 2. Photo by author




  But, of all these visitors, very few come to Serre Road No. 2 specifically to see its toolhouse.2




  On the day I visited, northern France was in the midst of a drought. The grass was not as perfectly, lushly green as it usually is in the cemeteries maintained by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, but the graves were still adorned with cheerful hollyhocks and a few brave roses. Tufts of sweet william evoked a cozy cottage garden despite the solemn grandeur of the cemetery’s neoclassical architecture.




  This is a central tension in British military cemeteries. The individual graves are intimate, sometimes heartbreakingly so. But the cemeteries, at least the large ones like Serre Road No. 2, are self-consciously grand. The once-blighted landscape is transformed into a stately oasis of monumental altars and pseudo-Roman temples. All the hideously mutilated bodies are buried under gleaming headstones; the infamous mud is carpeted over with velvety grass; the makeshift meanness of the trenches is replaced with graceful arches and columns. At the front of Serre Road No. 2, a bombastic neoclassical entryway looms over the quiet country road, all white stone majesty across from an indifferent beet field.




  As I climbed the gentle slope from the road toward the towering Cross of Sacrifice at the back of the cemetery, I passed dozens of offerings left by earlier visitors. One grave was decorated with a wooden silhouette of a soldier resting on reverse arms. Another had a bright red poppy wreath left by a school group from Lancashire. Everywhere, stocky little British Legion crosses bore Sharpie inscriptions—“Lest We Forget,” “Forever in Our Hearts,” “For our tomorrow they gave their today”—often accompanied by a photograph of a doomed young man in khaki.




  I had photograph as well. Mine showed a squat, square building with deep-set windows and knobbly cobblestone walls, tucked behind one of the elegant stone chapels. On the back, written in the careful, looping hand I had come to know very well in archives on both sides of the Atlantic, was a note:






   To Major G. B. Simler in remembrance of his staying as guest? At Serre




   Rd No 2 Beaumont Hamel




   Somme France




   1944




   B. M. Leech







  Benjamin Morris Leech was a cemetery gardener who worked for the Imperial War Graves Commission. A veteran of World War I, he stayed in France to care for the dead rather than returning home to Manchester. When the Germans invaded again in 1940, the War Graves Commission pulled out of France, but Ben remained in Beaumont-Hamel. All through the Nazi occupation, he continued to care for the graves at Serre Road No. 2 and, occasionally, offered his toolhouse to Allied airmen like 23-year-old Major George B. Simler of Pennsylvania.
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 Photograph of Serre Road No. 2 toolhouse. Sent to George B. Simler by Benjamin Morris Leech, courtesy of Mike Simler




  I first came across Ben Leech in Martin Middlebrook’s landmark book The First Day on the Somme (1971). In a brief aside, Middlebrook notes that Ben “helped twenty-seven Allied airmen to escape” by hiding them “in the cemetery toolshed.” Middlebrook probably heard the story from Ben’s youngest son, Arthur, who also worked as a War Graves gardener in Beaumont-Hamel.




  But was it true?




  I was intrigued both as a historian of cemeteries and as the grandchild of a U.S. Army Air Forces veteran. My grandfather, Staff Sergeant Pasquale J. Galante, was a radio operator with the 27th Troop Carrier Squadron, which flew C-47s over the Himalayas from India to support America’s Chinese allies. As a child, I attended many of his reunions along with my siblings and cousins. We all listened to the stories that he chose to tell us, met his air force buddies, and knew the names of men who did not grow old with them.




  Still, I was not sure whether my interest justified writing an entire book. At least, not until I read a letter from Ben Leech’s son, Maurice, which was very kindly shared with me by historian Sherri Ottis. Maurice Leech was proud of the work his family did to save Allied airmen, but he—and his father—felt snubbed by the Americans.




  “Our greatest disappointment was never to have received acknowledgment from the Air Force (only a diploma in 1945),” he wrote. “But later nothing else.”




  If anyone knows about repaying unpayable debts with years of mundane work, it is a cemetery gardener. I barely know a rose from a rhododendron, but I do know about the slow, quiet work of piecing together a story from old receipts and medical records, scribbled notes and self-interested reports, telegrams and photographs. The debt can never be repaid, but it can be remembered.
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  The Imperial War Graves Commission was chartered in 1917 with a royal mandate to “strengthen the bonds of union” within the British Empire by commemorating its war dead. More than a century later, the renamed Commonwealth War Graves Commission has shifted its emphasis away from the imperial part, foregrounding its commitment to memorializing each and every person within its remit. “We commemorate almost 1.7 million individuals,” explains the Commission’s website, “ensuring that all the Commonwealth men and women who died during both world wars are commemorated in a manner befitting their sacrifice.”3




  “All” is an ever-expanding concept. In its early years, the War Graves Commission decided that “all” would include the missing whose bodies were never identified as well as soldiers who were executed. After World War II, “all” grew to encompass civilians who died by enemy action, their names displayed on a special Roll of Honour in Westminster Abbey. More recently, work by Dr. Michèle Barrett and member of Parliament David Lammy has pushed the Commission to reevaluate earlier definitions of “all” that excluded as many as 350,000 “native” porters who died serving with the British in East Africa as well as between 45,000 and 54,000 Indian, Egyptian, Somali, and West African service members who were commemorated collectively rather than individually. In 2021, the War Graves Commission issued a Non-Commemoration Report that promised further research, consultation with descendant communities, and self-scrutiny. “These men were deprived of the equality in death that the IWGC had promised,” the report states. “The unfinished work of the 1920s needs to be put right where possible.”4




  Efforts to make the category of “war dead” more inclusive will no doubt continue through the War Graves Commission’s second century and beyond. New claims will be presented, new evidence will come to light, new forms of commemoration will take shape. Every expansion, large or small, will convey official, public respect for specific individuals and, by extension, for their families and communities. The Commission will remember them.




  There is, however, a limit to the War Graves Commission’s duty to remember. Its task is to provide equal commemoration for the war dead, not for survivors, even when those survivors were its own employees.




  Over the past century, a gap has opened in the Commission’s telling of its own history. The contributions of leaders like Sir Fabian Ware, advisers like Rudyard Kipling, and architects like Sir Edward Lutyens have been documented and celebrated, but much less attention has been paid to the ordinary employees—particularly the wage-earning gardeners, craftsmen, and mechanics—who performed the daily, unending, hands-in-the-dirt work of commemoration.5 This goes double for “casual” laborers and people the Commission referred to as “local native gardeners,” especially those who worked outside Europe, whose names were not systematically recorded.




  In most cases, the only individual employee records preserved in the Commission’s archives are “staff cards,” index cards with brief notations about hiring dates and wages. At one time, each of the first-generation gardeners had a much more extensive personnel file, but the Commission destroyed all but a handful of them in the 1980s and 1990s. This was not done out of malice. Every archive weeds its collection, and the wage staff files—each of them stuffed with hundreds of pages of correspondence, employment records, personal information, and photographs—were considered workaday documents of little interest or historical value. Many of the officers’ personnel files were preserved, but, of the approximately 500 files belonging to gardeners who were employed by the Commission in 1940, more than 96 percent were destroyed.




  There are other sorts of records, though. There are family stories and the memories of surviving children. There are cherished letters and photographs preserved by nieces and nephews. There are also the stories passed down in the families of the airmen that the gardeners helped save, scattered in little bits across the globe. The photograph I brought to Serre Road Cemetery No. 2 was lovingly preserved by the family of George Simler, who kept a scrap of Ben Leech’s dry humor tucked away with their family treasures and generously shared it with a stranger who e-mailed them out of the blue.




  Researching the War Graves gardeners has meant digging through the files of American military intelligence (MIS-X), the British Special Operations Executive (SOE), and the French Ministry of Defense’s Resistance dossiers, along with the records of Nazi prisons and courts. It has involved archival work in half a dozen countries and, when I have been very lucky, interviews with the children of gardeners. It also meant going back to cemeteries like Serre Road No. 2 with new eyes. I hope that more people will notice the toolhouse.
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  In 1940, the War Graves community in France and Belgium comprised 526 full-time employees, more than 1,000 wives and children of employees, and several hundred ex-employees and temporary laborers. This book will include glimpses of many of their stories, but it focuses on three.
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  Benjamin Morris Leech. CWGC Archives




  Benjamin Morris Leech was a stubborn, cantankerous gardener-caretaker from Manchester. During World War I, he served as a corporal in the 18th Battalion Manchester Regiment, one of the famous “Pals” battalions that was decimated during the Somme Offensive in 1916. Ben joined the Imperial War Graves Commission as a blacksmith in 1920 but later became a gardener in Beaumont-Hamel. In 1940, he lived there with his French wife, Marie, and their four children, looking after a group of cemeteries that included Serre Road No. 2.




  Robert “Bob” Armstrong was a gregarious, affable head gardener from County Longford in Ireland. He served as a sergeant in the 1st Irish Guards and was seriously wounded by a bursting shell in 1917. A professional gardener before the war, Bob took a post as a War Graves gardener rather than going home during the chaotic Irish War of Independence. In 1940, he lived in Valenciennes, a small French city near the Belgian border. Bob’s Irish citizenship meant that he was a neutral, not an “enemy alien,” under the Nazi occupation and probably could have stayed out of trouble if he had not fought back.
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  Robert Armstrong. CWGC Archives
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  Rosine Thérier Witton. Courtesy of the Musée de la Résistance, Bondues




  Rosine Léontine Zoé Thérier Witton owned a café-tabac in Ronville, a working-class neighborhood in the northern French city of Arras. She was child refugee during World War I, fleeing with her family to the relative safety of Paris. After the Armistice, Rosine’s family rebuilt their lives in Ronville, which soon became the heart of the War Graves community in France. In 1932, Rosine married Bert Witton, a gardener-caretaker who had served in the Royal Air Force. When Bert was arrested and interned in 1940, Rosine devoted herself to the Resistance. She counted many other French women from the War Graves community among her comrades.




  Ben Leech, Bob Armstrong, and Rosine Witton were part of a community of ordinary people who dedicated their lives to commemorating the dead of World War I, only to be swept up in World War II. When the Imperial War Graves Commission ordered them to “stand to their posts,” even in the teeth of the Nazi invasion, they were left behind in France. In the years that followed, they took on a new mission. They honored their commitment to the dead by caring for the living.














	

THE SOMME
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  Ben Leech was a stubborn man. His friends might have called him dependable. Trustworthy. Determined. Others were not so kind. More than one of Ben’s colleagues at the Imperial War Graves Commission thought he was an inflexible, self-righteous pedant who once caused an international diplomatic incident over a few measly trees.




  Whether they liked him or not, everyone could agree that Ben Leech was slow to commit himself to action—and implacable once he did.




  “He is an honest type,” conceded one exasperated War Graves officer, “although a nuisance at times with his demands for his ‘rights.’”1




  The summer of 1940 was no different. On May 10, the day Hitler’s army invaded western Europe, Ben Leech received a direct order from his bosses. All gardener-caretakers in France, including Ben, had to remain at work in their cemeteries unless the local civil authorities explicitly ordered them to evacuate. If they abandoned their posts, they would lose their jobs and their pensions.




  Ben noted the “last order of the I.W.G.C.” in his daily gardening log: “stand fast until told to go by the mayor of the village.”2




  Within a week, the Germans advanced through Belgium and into France. They punched through a weak spot in the heavily forested Ardennes region and stormed across the border, stunning the Allied defenders. While the French and British rushed to counter the attack, seven German Panzer divisions swept across the old battlefields of the Somme, cutting a swath all the way to the English Channel. Their advance split the French army in two and trapped the bulk of the British army against the sea. Shocked, Allied troops fell back to the beach town of Dunkirk in hopes of rescue. Meanwhile, millions of civilians across Belgium and northern France fled their homes in a desperate bid to outrun the Germans.




  Even in a crisis, Ben Leech was slow to act. His neighbors joined the throng of refugees clotting the country roads, but Ben carried on with his work. Overloaded farm carts and trucks full of soldiers clattered past the cemeteries, but Ben immersed himself in the whirr of his mowing machine. Back and forth between the rows of white headstones, he cut the early summer grass to a smooth, even height. Then he watered the roses. The War Graves Commission had instructed him to stand his ground unless he was explicitly ordered to retreat. No order came, so he did not leave.




  The fighting drew nearer. On roads north and east of Ben Leech’s home in Beaumont-Hamel, Luftwaffe dive-bombers dropped out of the clear sky, sirens screaming, to strafe the panicked crowds of refugees. Afterward, the roads were littered with abandoned luggage and burned-out cars. The dead—civilians and soldiers alike—lay unburied in the sun.




  German tanks arrived in Beaumont-Hamel on May 20, just ten days after the beginning of the invasion. Ben watched the armored column roll past, but he struggled to realize what was happening. The disaster was too great, too sudden. He could only do what he had done thousands of times before.




  “Tanks passed through Beaumont at 12:15,” he wrote in his gardening log. “Went to cemetry and watered cutting.”




  The early days of the occupation were tense and unpredictable. Someone ransacked the Leech family’s home. Ben’s eighteen-year-old son, Maurice, was briefly arrested. In early June, ten Wehrmacht soldiers were billeted on the Leech family, crowding in with Ben, Marie, and their four children.




  In the midst of the upheaval, Ben Leech focused resolutely on his work.




  “Cemetries all correct,” he reported on May 29, the day after his son was arrested.




  All through the summer of 1940, Ben carried on. Some days, he pedaled his green, army-surplus bicycle up and down the swales of the Somme to check on graves near the towering Thiepval Memorial or retrieve tools from vandalized tool sheds in Pozières or Courcelette. Other days, he worked at Serre Road Cemetery No. 2, trimming its endless acres with a twelve-inch hand mower because he had no fuel for the larger motor mower.




  The job was far too big. Soon, yarrow flowered in white clouds over the tops of the headstones, and moles frolicked in the once-smooth lawn.




  “Grass has beaten me,” Ben admitted in August.




  That summer, a few other British gardeners remained in nearby villages, but most of them were arrested by German military police by the time the weather turned. They would spend the next four years freezing and starving in Nazi internment camps. Some never returned home.




  By an obscure twist of fate, Ben Leech was never arrested. He packed a suitcase, fully expecting his turn to come, but it never did.3




  Through it all, Ben Leech continued to tend the cemeteries. He had signed a contract to maintain the graves of his fallen comrades to the highest possible standards no matter the circumstances.




  “They’re my friends,” he told his youngest son, Arthur. “They’re still alive to me.”4




  What Ben Leech did not know was that the Imperial War Graves Commission no longer considered him an employee.




  In London, Commission officials had consulted their lawyers. In light of the Nazi invasion, all the gardeners’ contracts had been “terminated by the force of events.”5




  Ben Leech was on his own.
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  Benjamin Morris Leech was born on November 3, 1889, in Hayfield, an ancient village on the edge of the Peak District in Derbyshire. His mother’s family kept the local pub, the Bull’s Head Inn. At seventeen, Ann Brown married a railway engine driver named Robert Leech. Ben was the fourth of their twelve children and the eldest of eight sons.




  When Ben was a toddler, Ann and Robert Leech moved their growing family away from sleepy Hayfield to the raucous, industrial city of Manchester. They settled their children on Railway Street in Openshaw, an eastern suburb recently gobbled up by the expanding city. Ben spent his childhood beside the tracks amid the clatter of trains and the perpetual coal-dust haze.




  Ben Leech was a small, slight child with blue eyes and hair that a whimsical officer of the Manchester Regiment would one day describe as “golden” instead of the more usual “fair.”6 If he had been born a few decades earlier, Ben might have spent his early years scurrying under a loom in one of Manchester’s thundering mills or wriggling through the narrow passages of a coal mine rather than learning to read. Instead, Ben and his siblings stayed in the classroom until they were thirteen or fourteen.7




  This adequate education showed in Ben’s letters, which were always composed in a careful, looping hand with decent spelling, except for the word “cemetery,” which he rarely spelled the same way twice. His dry humor infused even the most routine correspondence. “My name is Benjamin Morris Leech,” he once wrote in reference to a clerical error on an insurance policy. “Would you please correct this error . . . I do not wish to cause any trouble when I am dead, having caused enough in my lifetime.”8




  The Leech family were not the desperate poor whose plight had led socialist Friedrich Engels to call Manchester a “Hell upon Earth,” but they were poor enough. Robert Leech earned a steady wage working for the Great Central Railway, but it was hardly enough to support such a large family. As soon as the children left school, they worked. Hetty sewed. William went into a textile factory. Roland joined their father on the railway as an engine fitter’s apprentice.




  Ben followed a different path. By the time he was twenty-one, he had returned to Hayfield and the Bull’s Head Inn. He worked at the pub with his aunt and uncle for a while, then returned to Manchester and took a job as a barman at the Marsland Hotel in Ardwick.9




  In August 1914, the outbreak of World War I jolted Manchester into a frenzy. Factories rushed to convert to war production. Newspapers trumpeted breathless accounts of early battles. The city’s factory workers, students, and clerks clamored for their chance to fight. Many of these eager volunteers were funneled into the Manchester Regiment’s “Pals” battalions, units made up of men from a single profession or neighborhood. By the end of the year, eight battalions of Manchester Pals—each a thousand strong—were drilling in the city’s parks and parading through its streets.10




  Ben Leech was not among them. He was an ideal recruit: twenty-four years old, able-bodied, and not employed in an essential job. But Ben, ever deliberate, did not volunteer. Instead, he stayed behind his bar, watching the Manchester Pals march off to war.




  In fact, none of the Leech brothers was keen to get into khaki. Roland and William were old enough to serve, but they did not volunteer. Neither did seventeen-year-old Harry, who was officially too young but could have fibbed his way into the army like thousands of other boys. Instead, Ben Leech’s brothers followed his lead and stayed home.




  Over the next year, the giddy excitement of 1914 waned. Early hopes for a quick victory evaporated as the Allies suffered setbacks on every front in 1915. The first wave of enthusiastic volunteers had long since subsided, but the army was still hungry for healthy young men. When patriotic speeches and white feathers did not persuade enough of them to enlist, the British government passed conscription laws. The first draft was set for January 1916.




  Before then, men like Ben Leech were given one last chance to “volunteer.” The Earl of Derby, who had pioneered the Pals battalions early in the war, came up with an idea called the Derby Scheme. Under this plan, canvassers armed with the names of eligible men would hunt down “slackers” and badger them into making public promises to enlist. Refusal meant disgrace. Agreement often meant being forced to sign attestation papers—an official promise to serve—at once.11




  Given this meager choice between volunteering under duress and being conscripted, Ben Leech finally signed his attestation papers on November 2, 1915.12




  His younger brothers felt the pressure as well. Roland was exempt from the draft because of his essential job on the railway, but William and Harry were not. William enlisted a few weeks after Ben, signing his papers just three days before the Derby Scheme’s final deadline. Harry did not volunteer. He was eventually conscripted.13




  Ben Leech was called up in February 1916. His first experience as a soldier was being poked and prodded by a medical officer who translated his living body into data on a form: height: 5'3"; weight: 119 pounds; pulse: a bit too fast.




  Ben’s chest circumference fell well short of the girth required for ordinary infantry soldiers, but the doctor passed him anyway. The Manchester Regiment needed every man it could get.14




  The original Manchester Pals had trained for more than a year before shipping out to France, but Ben Leech was hustled through a truncated four-month training course before being sent to the 18th Battalion as a replacement. The 18th had spent a dismal winter in the trenches in France but had not seen much hard fighting yet. That was about to change. Summer was upon them, and with it one of the most catastrophic days in British military history.
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  The British army’s main goal in the summer of 1916 was to divert German resources from the massive, ongoing offensive against the French at Verdun. The plan called for a joint French–British offensive in the Somme department, about ninety miles north of Paris. After a weeklong artillery barrage, massed British infantry would attack along a twelve-mile front from the village of Serre in the north to Montauban in the south. The French would advance simultaneously farther south. If they could threaten to break through, the Germans would be forced to divert men and guns from Verdun to stop them.15




  Ben Leech reached the 18th Manchesters’ camp on June 21, 1916, a week before the planned attack.16 His new comrades were already deep in their preparations for the great offensive. Their brigade was tasked with capturing Montauban, a village at the southern end of the British line. The 16th and 17th Manchesters would lead the attack, supported by the 18th Manchesters and the 2nd Battalion Royal Scots Fusiliers. For weeks beforehand, they practiced on a life-sized replica of the battlefield laid out with flags and dummy trenches in a farmer’s field. Over and over again, the men practiced taking Montauban.




  “They know every house,” wrote 2nd Lieutenant Kenneth Callan Macardle of the 17th Manchesters. “They know every yard. Where every man is to go.”17




  On Ben Leech’s fourth day with the battalion, June 24, the opening salvos of the artillery barrage split the sky. The 18th Manchesters were still miles behind the front line, but it was impossible to escape the constant, rolling roar of the guns. The Germans hid in their bunkers, unable to bring in food or water, unable to sleep as the ground shuddered above their heads. Ben and the rest of the Manchester Pals continued running their drills, hoping that the artillery would clear their path to victory.




  Unfortunately, the artillery barrage was more spectacular than it was effective. Many of the British shells were too small to damage the German bunkers. Even powerful mines packed into tunnels beneath the German fortifications did not fully destroy them. At Hawthorn Ridge, near Beaumont-Hamel, British engineers detonated an eighteen-ton charge under a German redoubt minutes before the infantry attack, rocking the earth for miles around and sending a fountain of debris hundreds of feet into the air. The awe-inspiring explosion created one of the enduring images of the Great War, but it did not dislodge the Germans from Beaumont-Hamel.




  When British infantry went “over the top” on the morning of July 1, they stepped into a murderous field of fire. German machine guns covered the ground from every angle, firing so ferociously that the water used to cool their barrels boiled away. Advancing British battalions were scythed like grain. Some of the worst casualties were concentrated around Beaumont-Hamel. The Royal Newfoundland Regiment, which attacked near the fresh crater on Hawthorn Ridge, lost nearly 90 percent of its men. Few of them got anywhere near the German trenches.18




  Farther south, the attack on Montauban was more successful. The 16th and 17th Manchesters suffered horrific casualties but reached the pulverized remains of the village—“a monstrous garbage heap stinking of dead men and high explosive”—and held on.19




  Ben Leech and his comrades in the 18th Manchesters spent the day running back and forth, retrieving the wounded, taking custody of prisoners, and delivering ammunition and water.




  “All carrying parties had casualties on the way up caused by machine gun fire and shells,” reported Lieutenant Colonel William Smith, the 18th Manchesters’ commanding officer. “The loads were found to be very heavy, especially in view of the heat and most men arrived in an exhausted condition.” The work was debilitating for a small man like Ben Leech. Nevertheless, it had to be done. “All parties went back for more loads and no time was lost.”20




  At the end of the day, the British held Montauban, one of their few toeholds in the German line.




  Although the 18th Manchesters played a supporting role, more than 20 percent of the battalion’s men were killed, wounded, or missing on July 1.21 These casualties could only be called “light” in comparison with the calamities elsewhere along the British line.




  During the next four days, Ben Leech had his first experience caring for the war dead. The 18th Manchesters sent out “burying parties from all co[mpan]ys for clearing the battlefield.” Ben and his comrades carried corpses, gathered scattered remains, and dug graves.22




  The date July 1, 1916, is infamous, but for Ben Leech and the 18th Manchesters, it was only the first day of a gruesome month.




  On July 9, they took part in the assault on Trônes Wood, a thick patch of forest near Delville Wood. Ben Leech and his comrades had barely taken up their position before they were hit with an earth-shattering artillery bombardment. They hunkered down in shallow ditches while the trees exploded overhead. All along the line, men were obliterated by shell fire, pierced by lethal splinters, and crushed by falling trunks. In short order, the 18th Manchesters lost 266 men and eleven officers, including Lieutenant Colonel Smith, who was fatally wounded.




  Worse was yet to come. At the end of July, the battalion participated in a fruitless dawn assault on the village of Guillemont that left 470 men and fourteen officers dead, wounded, or captured. The few survivors staggered back across an open field, where they were picked off one by one by German riflemen.23




  By the end of July—Ben Leech’s first full month in France—the 18th Manchesters had suffered 1,035 casualties, about 125 percent of the battalion’s original strength.24




  Somehow, Ben Leech survived the month without physical wounds. Over the next two and a half years, he lived through many major battles, including the Battle of Arras in the spring of 1917 and the Passchendaele campaign the following summer. Old pals and new replacements fell by the hundreds, but Ben—a corporal now—remained. His only physical injury came in 1917, when he scalded his hand. It was serious enough to mention in his service record but not serious enough to require hospital care.




  Despite three years in a frontline infantry battalion, Ben Leech was counted as a battle casualty only once. He was reported missing on March 21, 1918, the first day of the German spring offensive. “Missing” sometimes meant that a soldier was captured, but it often meant that he had been blown to bits or sucked down into bottomless mud or killed in some other way that made his body unrecoverable or unrecognizable. For Ben, “missing” merely meant that he was temporarily separated from his battalion. He rejoined them a week later.25




  Ben’s younger brothers were not so fortunate. William was killed in action near Kut, in modern-day Iraq, on January 9, 1917. Harry, the youngest of the three, arrived in France on March 29, 1918. He was dead within a month.26




  After the Armistice, Ben Leech could have gone home to Manchester. England did not have much to offer its war-weary veterans, but he could have asked for his old job at the Marsland Hotel or returned to the Bull’s Head Inn. But going home meant leaving William and Harry and all the others behind. Ben did not speak of it often, but when he did, he acknowledged that the dead were never wholly dead to him. He had obligations.




  There were obligations waiting for him in Manchester as well. In September 1916, about eight months after Ben was called up, a woman named Agnes Groves—a barmaid at the Marsland Hotel—gave birth to a baby boy. She named him Benjamin Leech Groves. Ben never formally acknowledged the baby, nor did he allot any of his pay to Agnes, but she applied for a dependent’s pension when he was reported missing.27 Her application was nullified when Ben turned up alive.




  It was all too much. Ben had not been eager to go to France, but neither was he eager to leave. When he was demobilized in January 1920, Ben decided not to return to Manchester. A new organization, the Imperial War Graves Commission, was recruiting craftsmen, mechanics, and gardeners to build a vast archipelago of cemeteries and monuments. Ben applied for a position as a blacksmith’s laborer. He would stay in France with the dead.28
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  When World War I began, the British army did not have a comprehensive plan for burying its dead.29 In previous wars, the bodies of officers were sometimes brought home by wealthy families, but ordinary soldiers were usually consigned to anonymous mass graves. After the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, looters picked over soldiers’ corpses for anything of value, including their bones, which were dug up by local civilians and used as a filtering agent in the production of beet sugar.30 During the Crimean War (1853–1856) and the Boer War (1899–1902), some British soldiers were buried in cemeteries, but the government did not pay to maintain their graves. Volunteer organizations did what they could, but without reliable funding, most soldiers’ graves soon returned to dust.




  Across the Atlantic, a different form of official, government-funded commemoration was taking shape. Between 1861 and 1865, the U.S. government mobilized 2 million citizen-soldiers, most of them volunteers, to fight in the American Civil War. One in six died.31




  The Civil War was a cataclysm that remade both civil society and the state. It shattered expectations about who should die and how their bodies should be treated. The confluence of many long-term trends—the idea of the “good death,” new technologies for transportation and embalming, more efficient postal services, the rise of popular fiction, the colonial myth of inexhaustible resources, public rhetoric about democracy—all led soldiers and their families to expect that their lives should end with meaningful, emotionally satisfying, well-commemorated deaths. At the same time, the U.S. government was asking its citizens to die so that the nation might live. Together, they created a new, mutual obligation: citizens would die for the country, and their government would treat the war dead as precious individuals, not as cogs in the machinery of war. Public funds would turn the space that fallen soldiers filled in the national imagination into permanent, tangible landscapes. In 1862, Congress authorized the creation of the first national military cemeteries, vowing to commemorate all those who had given “the last full measure of devotion.”




  This was an unprecedented undertaking. Edmund Burke Whitman, the first superintendent of National Cemeteries, observed that “such a consecration of a nation’s power and resources to a sentiment, the world has never witnessed.” The National Cemeteries were part of the massive growth of the bureaucratic state in the years after the Civil War. Their universal rhetoric—every body recoverable, every name knowable, every grave eternal—expressed a fantastical optimism about data, logistics, and administrative capacity. By 1871, the first seventy-four national military cemeteries contained more than 300,000 graves. Soon after, the program expanded to offer small, white government-issue headstones to all Union veterans. Ordinary citizen-soldiers would be named and honored as precious pieces in the mosaic of the modern democratic state.32




  The national cemeteries were also symbols of the federal government’s power. Many were built on disputed land in the South and West, where flying the U.S. flag over the bodies of its soldiers was a clear—and often unwelcome—declaration of government authority. The most famous of these contentious sites was Arlington National Cemetery, built in 1864 on a liberated plantation owned by the family of Confederate general Robert E. Lee. Like the other national cemeteries, Arlington became a place to honor individual soldiers as well as a promise that the reunified nation would endure as long as its monuments: forever.




  People in the United Kingdom experienced many of the same religious, cultural, and technological trends as Americans during the nineteenth century, but the public’s relationship to the army was not the same.33 Unlike the mass citizen armies of the American Civil War, the British army of the late nineteenth century was a small, professional force whose main task was to police Britain’s global empire. Officers were drawn from the upper classes, but, as a group, ordinary soldiers did not have limitless claims on public sympathy—or funds.




  World War I changed that. British leaders explicitly framed the war as a battle “for the very existence” of the empire. They urged every person in the United Kingdom to “do their bit” in a crusade to save civilization itself. This mass mobilization touched every family. Once the beloved sons of every town, every sect, and every class were in khaki, their deaths became a matter of tremendous political consequence. No one would be grinding their bones to make sugar.34




  Still, there was no centralized plan to bury them, let alone commemorate each and every one. Early on, a patchwork of individual military units, hospitals, and the Red Cross kept haphazard burial records, but there was no unified system. A few comprehensive policies did emerge, notably a 1915 ban on repatriating the bodies of those who died overseas. Recovering, packing, and shipping human remains in the middle of a war was a logistical nightmare. It was also a political minefield. Would only the wealthy be able to bring their boys home? What about men whose bodies had been obliterated? What would an endless funeral procession wending through every town and village do to the nation’s morale?




  The man most responsible for creating a comprehensive burial and commemoration plan for British and dominion forces was the founder of the Imperial War Graves Commission, Major General Sir Fabian Ware.35




  When the war began, Ware was neither a general nor a sir. He emerged from the ranks of tireless middle-class civil servants whose energetic faith in English “civilization” kept the merciless wheel of empire turning. Ware cut his teeth in Lord Milner’s proto-apartheid administration in South Africa and believed that the British Empire was the pinnacle of human achievement. In 1912, he published a book, The Worker and His Country, which argued that the eternal tension between “individualism” and “collectivism” was perfected in the British Empire, which was “a unity composed of unities.” Patriotism in service of the empire was, to Ware, the “supreme virtue of the human order,” for which “no renunciation and no sacrifice will ever be thought too great.”36




  Ware was too old to fight in World War I, so he volunteered for a Red Cross ambulance unit in France. When he observed the army’s disjointed approach to war graves, he deputized himself to devise a better plan. In 1916, the army formalized his work by giving him command of the newly created Directorate of Graves Registration and Enquiries. In 1917, he was named the founding vice-chairman of the Imperial War Graves Commission.




  The War Graves Commission’s mission was to commemorate the British Empire’s million war dead in perpetuity. It was an impossible task. No one, no matter how boundless their resources or how noble their intentions, could achieve perfect, eternal commemoration. There were too many dead, too many missing, too many grieving families with their own religious beliefs, emotional needs, and political commitments.




  The logistical problems alone were overwhelming. How to design and build thousands of permanent cemetery plots across multiple continents, often in places where the war had obliterated basic infrastructure? How to remember the missing and those buried at sea? How to collate and correct a colossal morass of data? How to recover and, when possible, identify hundreds of thousands of bodies?




  Sir Fabian Ware’s own guiding star was, as ever, the empire. He saw the commemoration of the war dead as an opportunity to bind the increasingly independent-minded dominions together with a shared commitment that would last forever. Soldiers from the dominions would be honored with meaningful symbols on their headstones—maple leaves for Canadians, silver ferns for New Zealanders, caribou for Newfoundlanders—but the main goal was to foster imperial unity.37




  Sir Fabian’s vision of imperial cohesion shaped the War Graves Commission’s organizational structure as well as its cemeteries. The dominions of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and Newfoundland were all allowed to appoint a commissioner who would sit equal among the others. India and the other colonies were not. They were nominally represented by the English politicians who held the posts of secretary of state for India and secretary of state for the colonies. Each participating government contributed to the budget in proportion to its graves, from the United Kingdom’s 81 percent to tiny Newfoundland’s 0.14 percent. By working—and paying—together to honor the “common sacrifice” of the empire’s war dead, the Commission aimed to “promote a feeling of common citizenship and of loyalty and devotion to [the Crown] and to the Empire of which they are subjects.”38




  From the beginning, the Imperial War Graves Commission was a paradox. It was technically an independent corporation, but its money came from public funds. Its president was the Prince of Wales, and the British secretaries of state for war—including Winston Churchill—served as its chairman. The Commission was also nominally civilian, but it had a “semi-military nature.”39 Its officers were not active-duty soldiers, but they held honorary military ranks; its gardeners were Crown servants who lived abroad, but they were not part of the foreign service. These slippages—private versus public, civilian versus military, domestic versus foreign—would cause widespread, ongoing confusion at every possible opportunity.




  One guiding principle that would evolve over the decades was the Commission’s commitment to “equality of treatment.” In the 1920s, this term referred to the policy of making no distinctions of rank or class in Commission cemeteries. A private and a general, a railway worker’s son and a lord, might lie side by side, their headstones indistinguishable except for the inscriptions.




  This “equality of treatment” did not apply to hundreds of thousands of service personnel outside of Europe. Some Indian and Egyptian soldiers were commemorated unequally on monuments inscribed with overall numbers rather individual names. In East Africa, the Commission decided not to individually commemorate as many as 350,000 “native” porters and laborers who died serving with the British army. Even in cases where reliable records of these burials existed, British officials argued that preserving the individual graves of laborers from Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda would be a “waste of public money.” They decided that the graves should be “allowed to revert to nature as soon as possible.”40




  The white British public did not raise a fuss about the non-commemorations in East Africa in the 1920s, but they did have plenty of other complaints about the War Graves Commission. Leftists decried the millions of pounds spent honoring the dead while living veterans starved and went homeless. “DON’T FORGET THE UNKNOWN WARRIORS LIVING,” read a handbill distributed at the Cenotaph in London on Armistice Day 1921. Meanwhile, aristocrats attacked the Commission from the right, calling its equal treatment policy “National Socialism” and declaring that “the conscription of bodies is worthy of Lenin.”41




  One of the Commission’s most controversial policies was the repatriation ban. The war dead would be revered “for evermore,” but they would not be returned to their families. Instead, they would rest among their comrades in foreign fields. Their bodies would become the building blocks of a monument that spanned the globe, preserving the names of individuals within a grand display of imperial unity.




  Grieving families had reconciled themselves to overseas burials during the war, but many assumed that they would be able to bring their beloved dead home once the fighting stopped. When mourners learned that the repatriation ban was permanent, they responded with a wail of despair.




  “Is it not enough to have our boys dragged from us & butchered, (& not allowed to say ‘nay’) without being deprived of their poor remains?” one mother wrote in an anguished letter to the War Graves Commission. Thousands more signed petitions begging for the repatriation policy to be overturned. In the House of Commons, a member of Parliament thundered, “You have no right to take the precious remains of bereaved widows, parents and orphans and build them into a monument which is distasteful and hateful to those relatives, as it in many cases is.” One resolute Canadian mother traveled to France and bribed someone to open her son’s grave. After cutting through the zinc lining of his coffin, she scooped out his remains and carried him home to Toronto in a suitcase. Other parents accepted that their sons’ bodies would never come home but arranged for their own ashes to be taken to France and scattered on their graves.42




  The Commission’s cemeteries and monuments held tremendous personal and patriotic meaning for civilians and ex-servicemen alike. Many families who had no grave to visit found comfort in the idea that their loved ones might lie under the Commission’s iconic “Known Unto God” stones. They could also visit the Menin Gate or one of the other memorials to the missing, where their beloved’s name was carved in stone.




  Others hated the monuments. The poet Siegfried Sassoon was famously disgusted by the Menin Gate, abhorring the way it sanitized and glorified the fundamental obscenity of the war. “Who shall absolve the foulness of their fate,— / Those doomed, conscripted, unvictorious ones?” Sassoon asked in his poem “On Passing the New Menin Gate” (1927):






   Here was the world’s worst wound. And here with pride 




   “Their name liveth for ever,” the Gateway claims.




  Was ever an immolation so belied




  As these intolerably nameless names?




  Well might the Dead who struggled in the slime




  Rise and deride this sepulcher of crime.







  Sassoon’s fury burned bright, but so did the grief of millions with more conventional taste. The War Graves Commission took just as much criticism from “heartbroken parents, wives, brothers, and sisters” who were offended that the sturdy headstones were only engraved with crosses rather than shaped like crosses. Thousands signed petitions demanding cross-marked graves that would allow Christian mourners to “carry on the life from which all the sunshine seems to have gone.” In a sop to these petitioners, the Commission amended its designs so that every cemetery with more than forty graves would contain a large Cross of Sacrifice.43
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  While the Commission weighed these various decisions, Graves Concentration Units scoured the shell-blasted countryside of the Western Front for isolated graves. Some were easy to find because they were marked by temporary white crosses. Many were not. The searchers combed the battlefields in grids, looking for sunken ground or patches of unusually bright vegetation that might mark a shallow grave. Sometimes, they found remains because rats brought small bones to the surface. When they found a likely spot, they dug.44




  One of the men they found was Ben Leech’s younger brother Harry.




  Harry Leech was twenty years old when he was killed on April 24, 1918, during the German attack on Villers-Bretonneux.45 The battle is famous for being the first tank-to-tank battle and for the role of Australian troops, who helped retake the town on April 25, the anniversary of the Gallipoli landings.




  Harry Leech was not part of those well-known stories. No one knows whether he was killed in the predawn artillery barrage, by the advance of the German tanks, or by the gas attack that accompanied it. When his battalion retreated to a fallback position after being flanked by the tanks, only thirty men were capable of shouldering their rifles. Harry was left behind on the field, missing, presumed dead.46




  Two years later, a Graves Concentration Unit found Harry Leech’s remains. They sifted his bones and the shreds of his uniform until they found some legible object that allowed him to keep his name. Then they carried him to Crucifix Corner Cemetery and buried him between a Canadian lieutenant and a member of the Royal Flying Corps in a row of men brought in from lonely graves in the nearby fields. The army sent Ann Leech twelve shillings in back pay and a £6 war gratuity, but the War Graves Commission kept Harry’s body.47




  Ann Leech was a poor widow. Even though her eldest son lived only twenty miles from Villers-Bretonneux, there is no record of her ever visiting Harry’s grave, let alone William’s in Iraq. She may not have had the money or the health for such a journey. Still, like so many others, Ann Leech carried her grief to her own grave. When she died in 1930, her family added William’s and Harry’s names to the headstone she shared with her husband, along with a simple epitaph: RE-UNITED.48
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  Kings sign charters and architects draw plans, but nothing is built without labor. The leaders of the Imperial War Graves Commission imagined a global necropolis “greater than that of the Pharaohs,” but workers like Ben Leech made it real.49




  At its peak in 1922, the War Graves Commission employed more than 2,600 workers, most of them in France and Belgium. They also relied heavily on “casual” labor, especially in cemeteries outside of Europe. Local contractors were wholly responsible for construction and gardening in Egypt, Palestine, Iraq, Turkey, and a dozen other countries and colonies where the Commission employed only a handful of full-time white British supervisors.50




  Ben Leech was employed directly by the Commission in France. He started as a blacksmith’s laborer in 1920, then earned his qualification and became one of the Commission’s nine principal blacksmiths.




  As a blacksmith, Ben Leech’s most important task was keeping the endless parade of gardening tools in good repair, but he also contributed directly to the fabric of the cemeteries. The huge bronze crusaders’ swords affixed to the Crosses of Sacrifice were forged by contractors, but Ben and his fellow blacksmiths installed them on-site. They also made weather-proof boxes to hold each cemetery’s register and guest book and fabricated custom-designed gates.51 By 1929, Ben and his fellow workers had completed 883 freestanding cemeteries in France and Belgium, along with many hundreds of smaller plots in French civil cemeteries. They erected 541,136 headstones and inscribed another 185,400 names on the memorials to the missing.52




  Working for the War Graves Commission meant settling permanently in the borderlands between the living and the dead. Many employees found this comforting. The quasi-military structure of the Commission offered a gentler transition to civilian life than the abrupt “demobbing” that most ex-servicemen experienced at the end of the war. The work was grueling, but it was also constructive. Plants grew. Beautiful gates took shape under their hands. Every hammerblow and clip of the pruning shears was imbued with purpose and meaning, a tiny service to the comrades who would never grow old with them.




  War graves work had spiritual and psychological dimensions, but most of Ben’s fellow workers also had practical reasons for seeking a job with the Commission. French Canadian gardener Arthur Kirouac initially returned home to Northampton, Massachusetts, with his young French wife, Leonora, but she was so homesick that they soon packed up their infant son and returned to the bombed-out ruins of the Somme. Albert Douglas Chapman could have returned to Canada, but he was in love with Bertha Tally, the daughter of an egg-and-chip shop owner in Poperinghe. Henry Hayler, a professional gardener before the war, returned to England and took a job on a rich man’s estate near Hastings. One day, the lady of the house asked Hayler to drive her into town for some shopping. When they returned, Hayler’s drunken employer accused the gardener of taking liberties and threw a punch. Hayler hit back, then quickly packed his bags. France was probably safer.53




  Like Ben Leech, many War Graves gardeners had brothers buried in the Commission’s cemeteries. Among them was Robert “Bob” Armstrong, an Irish gardener who had been a lance sergeant in the 1st Battalion Irish Guards. His younger brother, Private James Henry Armstrong of the 2nd Battalion Irish Guards, was mortally wounded at the Battle of Loos in 1915. He died alongside Rudyard Kipling’s son, John, who was a junior officer in the same battalion. Both boys were eighteen.




  Both Bob Armstrong and Rudyard Kipling dedicated the rest of their lives to remembrance work. Kipling served as the Imperial War Graves Commission’s literary adviser, composing epitaphs and choosing appropriate quotations for memorials while simultaneously writing a two-volume regimental history of the Irish Guards. He also wrote a short story, “The Gardener” (1925), in which an all-knowing, all-loving being appears to a bereft mother in the form of a cemetery gardener. Bob Armstrong was not a divine incarnation, but he guided many mourners to the graves he cared for year in and year out. His commemoration work was no less than Kipling’s.




  Ben Leech had as many reasons for staying in France as anyone. There were his obligations to the dead, of course, along with the grim prospect of finding a job in Britain’s anemic postwar economy. Then there was Agnes Groves. Ben was not eager to face her and baby Ben, especially after he began a new relationship with a French woman named Marie Caron.




  Marie Berthe Caron was a resourceful, hardworking woman who had lived a difficult life even before the war devastated her country. She was seventeen and a servant in a rich man’s house when she gave birth to her first daughter, Yvonne. Marie refused to name the baby’s father. When her own father died a few years later, Marie left Yvonne with her widowed mother and went in search of work. She cooked and cleaned and ended up in Saint-Omer, a small city about twenty-five miles from Calais that became a hub for British troops. Marie was in her early thirties and working in a cabaret when she met Ben Leech.54




  The first official record of Ben and Marie’s relationship is an entry in the Saint-Omer birth registry for their son, Maurice Leech, who was born on June 16, 1921. Ben and Marie were not legally married, but both of their names are on the birth record, and Maurice was given a French version of Ben’s middle name, Morris. The couple married a year later, solemnizing their marriage at the Saint-Omer town hall with two municipal employees as witnesses.55




  Shortly after the wedding, Ben, Marie, and baby Maurice moved to Ronville, a working-class neighborhood just south of Arras. The War Graves Commission had a depot there—Ronville Camp—which included a workshop, a garage, a plant nursery, a storehouse, and temporary housing for single men. Since Ben and Marie were married, they lodged with another War Graves family on Route de Bapaume, the main commercial street in Ronville. Their next two children were born there: Beatrice in 1924 and Roland in 1925.




  As the 1920s waned, so did the pace of construction. Between 1920 and 1924, the Commission completed 515 cemeteries on the old Western Front; between 1924 and 1928, they built 212. There were still a few projects in progress, notably the Thiepval Memorial on the Somme, but most of the cemeteries were finished. It was time to start thinking about the future.56




  Unfortunately for the employees, long-term maintenance was much less labor intensive than active building. By early 1928, the Commission had reduced its staff by two-thirds, intending to keep a permanent staff of only 550. A handful of craftsmen would stay on, but the Commission no longer needed nine blacksmiths.




  When Ben Leech learned that there was no place for him on the permanent staff, he protested. He had been away from Manchester for twelve years, and his job prospects there were bleak. Besides, he worried that Marie and the children would not adapt well to life in England. With his termination date approaching in the spring of 1928, Ben pled his case.




  “He asked me whether it would not be possible for him to be employed on the Horticultural Staff,” an officer wrote to the Commission’s head office in London.




  The Commission weighed Ben Leech’s petition. On the one hand, he was thirty-eight years old and had no experience in any job remotely resembling gardening. On the other, he was a “sober and industrious employee.” The Commission decided to grant him a trial as a gardener’s laborer.




  Ben seized his chance. “He appears to be quick in grasping the work,” his new supervisor reported. “With further tuition [he] should make a useful employee in the cemetery.”




  Becoming a gardener’s laborer meant starting back on the bottom rung. As a blacksmith, Ben had earned a yearly salary of £182, or £3.10.0 per week. As a gardener’s laborer, he would make £104, or £2 per week. It was a 43 percent pay cut. Even after a year of training and a promotion from laborer to the standard position of “gardener-caretaker,” Ben would make only £3 a week.57




  In addition to the financial hit, Ben’s new job meant moving to Beaumont-Hamel, seventeen miles south of Arras. This was no small matter. Moving to a new area was expensive, and Beaumont-Hamel was not a desirable location. Ronville was still a work in progress, but it was part of a city with functioning infrastructure, schools, shops, and a concentrated community of English speakers. Beaumont-Hamel was not. It was a village of 222 people still clawing its way back into existence after the battles of 1916 reduced it to little more than a smear on aerial reconnaissance photos.58




  Beaumont-Hamel was part of the Zone Rouge (Red Zone), the area so badly damaged by the war and littered with unexploded ordnance that the French government considered it unfit for farming or human habitation. Efforts to fill in trenches, clear barbed wire, and recover corpses had made substantial progress, but the area around Beaumont-Hamel was still bleak. A decade after the Armistice, the village still lacked basic necessities like clean drinking water. Gardeners in rural areas typically spent two shillings a week—5 percent of Ben Leech’s new wage—on bottled mineral water to avoid the arsenic and cyanide that contaminated local wells.59




  Still, Ben wanted the job. He and Marie rented a newly constructed house near the gaping Hawthorn Ridge crater, where weeds and wild-flowers had begun to soften the edges of the blast. Marie planted carrots and cabbages in the very ground that so many British soldiers had died to capture. To the south was the Newfoundland Memorial Park, seventy-four acres of preserved trenches presided over by a bellowing bronze caribou. To the north, across the fields, was Serre Road Cemetery No. 2, where the War Graves Commission held Friday burial services for newly discovered remains.




  Ben Leech had been a barman, a soldier, and a blacksmith. Now he would be a gardener.




  His new contract required Ben to devote his “whole time and services” to War Graves work and to “obey and comply with all orders and directions issued by the Commission.”60




  Ben signed. His term of service began on July 1, 1928, exactly twelve years since the first day of the battle of the Somme.
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  If anyone had asked the War Graves community to predict who among them would emerge from the next global war laden with medals from grateful nations, few would have chosen Rosine Thérier Witton. Certainly, Rosine would not have chosen herself. She was a “modest type of person” who spent her later years deflecting questions about her heroism.




  “You were very brave,” Rosine wrote to one of the airmen she protected from the Nazis. “I admire you and all the airmen of the R.A.F. also the Canadians + Americans; we in France have only done our duty to help you and to shelter you; the Heros are you and all your friends.”1




  The governments of France, the United Kingdom, and the United States begged to differ. Between them, they awarded Rosine so many decorations that she once lost her British Empire Medal during a ceremony and did not even realize it was missing.2




  Everyone in Ronville knew Rosine Witton. She ran the café-tabac—part newsstand, part tobacconist, part bar—on Route de Bapaume, across from the Cinema Rex. Anyone walking between Ronville Camp and the Arras War Graves office might stop in to buy cigarettes or sweets from the small, spritely woman, barely five feet tall, who wore her dark hair in a curly pompadour.3 Rosine’s French customers remembered her as the plucky girl who helped her mother resurrect their shop from the ashes of the Great War; her British customers knew her as a friendly, bilingual businesswoman and, after 1932, the adored wife of gardener Bert Witton.




  Under Rosine’s café-tabac, the ground was hollow. In 1916, tunnelers from New Zealand had burrowed deep under Ronville, connecting a series of abandoned medieval quarries with a vast warren of subterranean passages. After six months of excavation, the caverns were large enough to conceal 20,000 men. In April 1917, these hidden British troops sprang out of camouflaged exits near the German lines and helped win the Battle of Arras.4




  Rosine’s shop perched on a precarious strip of solid earth between two of the largest caverns: Carrière Wellington and Carrière Christchurch. The empty spaces yawned beneath the everyday bustle on the surface.
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  Arras was the center of the British War Graves community in France in the 1930s. In the early days, the Imperial War Graves Commission had run its operations out of a slapdash camp near Saint-Omer, but they built a permanent headquarters in Arras in 1929. The trim, red-brick building across from the Arras train station was frugal and tidy, with a simplified Flemish gable that paid homage to the city’s historic architecture.
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  Arras was a sensible choice for the Commission’s headquarters. If a mapmaker stuck a pin through the Arras office and drew a circle with a radius of sixty miles, it would encompass nearly all the British military cemeteries in France and Belgium, from Ypres in the north to Saint-Quentin in the south, from the English Channel coast in the west to Mons in the east. This made Arras a convenient home base for War Graves staff and mourners alike. A host of businesses catering to battlefield visitors clustered around the War Graves office. Cafés advertised Guinness, hotels welcomed English-speaking patrons, and tour companies promised “CARS FOR HIRE, BRITISH DRIVERS.” A few doors down, the Arras British Legion office kept huge battlefield maps and ledgers full of the names, ready to assist visitors searching for their beloved dead.




  If the new office was the head of the War Graves Commission in France, Route de Bapaume was its spine. The busy commercial street began near the station and ran south over the train tracks, past Rosine’s cafétabac and Ronville Camp, and on toward the battlefields of the Somme.




  The Commission’s officers lived in more prosperous neighborhoods, but dozens of gardeners, craftsmen, clerks, and mechanics settled in Ronville. Ben and Marie Leech lived at 160 Route de Bapaume, just a few blocks south of Rosine’s shop, before they moved to Beaumont-Hamel. Ronville was home to many families like theirs: a British husband, a French or Belgian wife, and their children. Together, they formed a vibrant, multinational, working-class community devoted to the perpetual remembrance of the war dead.
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  The French and Belgian women who married War Graves gardeners were survivors of World War I in their own right. They were refugees and displaced persons, laundresses and sex workers, farm women without farms, and city-dwellers whose cities lay in ruins. For many, the roofs they shared on Route de Bapaume were their first stable housing since 1914. Some were widows whose French husbands never returned from the front. Others, like Marie Leech, were unmarried mothers who never named their children’s fathers. War Graves families frequently included stepchildren, orphaned nieces and nephews, and babies legitimized by their parents’ marriages.




  Unlike the other War Graves wives in Ronville, Rosine Thérier did not move to the neighborhood because of her husband’s job. She met Bert Witton because she was already there.
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  Rosine Zoé Léontine Thérier was born on Route de Bapaume on November 23, 1906. Her father, Auguste Thérier, was a carpenter, and her mother, Léontine Bécourt, was a shopkeeper. Rosine and her older brother, Auguste, were born into a life of steady work and modest comfort.5




  Rosine was seven years old in 1914, when the Great War came to Arras. German troops attacked the city during the early battles of the “Race to the Sea” but were repulsed by the French. In retaliation, the Germans turned their artillery on Arras. Young Rosine was one of the 26,000 civilians who cowered in cellars as the German guns brought the city down around their ears. Homes and shops crumbled. Landmarks, including the sixteenth-century Hôtel de Ville, were gutted. “ARRAS IN RUINS,” blared an international press not yet accustomed to seeing European cities reduced to rubble.6




  Nearly everyone fled. At first, Rosine’s family sought refuge in a suburb, but it was not far enough. The Germans had settled on the high ground along Vimy Ridge, north of the city, and the entire area was overrun with troops—first French, later British—and military infrastructure. After a year of hovering nearby, the Thériers accepted that they would not be able to return home to Route de Bapaume anytime soon. Rosine’s father went to Paris and secured a hovel under the stone arches of a railway bridge in Joinville-le-Pont, just south of the Bois de Vincennes. It was not comfortable, but at least it was not being shelled.




  In the second week of February 1916, an entry in the periodical Refugies de Pas de Calais notes that “Thérier, Rosine, 8 ans” arrived in Paris with her mother and fourteen-year-old brother.7 That same week, Ben Leech was called up by the British army in far-off Manchester, preparing to be sent to the front that young Rosine had just escaped.




  Rosine’s family were refugees, but they were safer than many of their relatives. Léontine Bécourt’s family hailed from the villages east of Arras, where the German army used French civilians as forced labor and destroyed every useful orchard, well, and field when they withdrew. Rosine’s father was too old to join the French army and her brother too young, but several of her cousins donned the blue uniform of the poilus. One of them, twenty-two-year-old Gaston Bécourt, was killed fighting on the Somme in 1916.8




  Rosine was eleven when the Armistice was signed in November 1918. When her family returned home to Ronville, they found a desolate ruin. Route de Bapaume was still discernible as a straight line through the piles of dusty brick and splintered rafters, but the neighborhood was gone. A War Graves officer who supervised the construction of Ronville Camp in the spring of 1919 called the site “a piece of shell torn wasteland” where “the few inhabitants lived in the ruins of buildings.” Rosine’s neighbors agreed. One compared the task of rebuilding Ronville to the labors of Hercules, dubbing a particularly stubborn heap of debris “little Vesuvius.”9




  Officially, Ronville was part of the Zone Jaune—Yellow Zone—an area that had been heavily damaged but required less extensive rehabilitation than the Zone Rouge. Residents were free to return and rebuild if they dared. Reconstruction began at once, but progress was slow. In the mid-1920s, years after running water and electricity were restored to wealthier neighborhoods, Ronville was still drawing its drinking water from communal cisterns.10




  For some residents, the prospect of rebuilding Ronville was too overwhelming. Up and down Route de Bapaume, Rosine’s neighbors put their property up for sale. The owners of Number 43 advertised their former home as “a house in ruins . . . with a garden, all in the sun.” The sale included all rights to any future claim for war damages. Over the next decade, speculators who snapped up ruined properties from refugees made a killing in government compensation.11




  Life in the wreckage of northern France was chaotic, unsanitary, and violent. Thousands of acres of fertile topsoil were buried under chalk and clay churned up by the relentless shelling. Stagnant pools in the pitted ground bred insects and rats. Civilians squatted in cellars and surplus army huts, while the men clearing the battlefields often lived in temporary labor camps on the outskirts of ruined towns. The boomtown conditions led one French official to call the area “a new Klondike.”12




  Clean water was scarce, but alcohol was plentiful. Estaminets and cabarets flourished, catering to workers who drank heavily after spending their days clearing rubble, exhuming human remains, and defusing unexploded shells. In 1921, the town of Albert on the Somme had 2,999 residents and fifty-two bars and cafés. Robbery, rape, and murder were common. So were accidental death and maiming. Anyone could walk into the wreckage and pick up as many unstable grenades as they pleased. Salvaged firearms, bayonets, and trench knives were everywhere. Among local children, a favorite game involved pouring lines of cordite from unfired bullets and setting them alight like firecrackers.13




  War Graves families shared these hardships with their neighbors. In the early years, some gardeners lived in Commission housing in Saint-Omer and Ronville, but others lived in huts or dugouts in the Zone Rouge.




  It was “a rough way to live,” remembered gardener Albert Roberts, who recalled families living in “wartime conditions” for years after the Armistice. “Two men with their families occupied one single artillery dugout at Le Touret M[ilitary] C[emetery],” he remembered. “Two children were in fact born in the dugout.”




  Margaret Grinham, the wife of War Graves officer Frank Grinham, spent the winter of 1921 in a freezing Nissen hut with her toddler daughter, Philippa, dipping their silverware into hot water so it would not stick to their fingers. The following spring, the whole family went out together to search for isolated graves.




  “Philippa very often spotted them before we did,” Margaret wrote, “she’d say, ‘’ere’s one, Daddy.’”14




  Growing up on the old battlefields could be dangerous. At least one War Graves child, nine-year-old Leslie Rolfe, lost several fingers when an explosive detonated in his hand.15




  Other War Graves children were haunted by their battlefield playground. Joseph Hillier, son of gardener W. J. C. Hillier, frequently played in the abandoned trenches and shell holes around Ronville. Once, when he was no older than ten, he fell through a shallow grave in Achicourt Wood and landed in the rotting remains of a corpse.




  “I have had many a fright,” Joseph testified in 1940, when he appeared before the Lancashire Tribunal for Conscientious Objectors to argue that growing up in a “vast graveyard” made it impossible for him to take up arms.




  “I have seen too much to allow myself to kill,” Joseph told the tribunal. Some of his memories were so gruesome that he refused to recount them in open court. After the tribunal heard Joseph’s testimony behind closed doors, they immediately granted his request for noncombatant status.16




  Rosine Thérier was several years older than Joseph Hillier. She may have played in the pestilential trenches as a twelve-year-old in 1919, but her family’s pressing needs probably kept her busy as she grew older.




  The Thérier family did their part to rebuild Ronville. Rosine’s father was a carpenter whose skills were in the highest possible demand, and her brother followed in his footsteps. Both of them worked for the French government ministry in charge of restoring devastated towns and infrastructure. They spent their days undoing the destruction of the war one home and shop at a time.17




  French construction workers led the rebuilding effort, but some of the earliest work in Ronville was done by Chinese laborers. In 1919, the War Graves Commission commandeered a company of the Chinese Labour Corps to build the foundations of Ronville Camp. The workers spent the spring and summer of 1919 “salvaging abandoned Nissen huts” that became barracks and workshops for the War Graves gardeners and craftsmen. They also reclaimed thousands of discarded railway ties, which they used to build a sturdy access road. This was the beginning of the Commission’s permanent presence in Ronville.18




  While Rosine’s father and brother helped resurrect Arras and the Chinese laborers built Ronville Camp, Rosine’s mother, Léontine, reestablished her shop. Instead of a café, Léontine opened an épicerie, a grocery store. It was exactly the sort of business the neighborhood needed to encourage refugees to return. Young, single men could live in army-style barracks and drink more than they ate, but Ronville could not sustain a stable civilian population without bakeries, butcher shops, and greengrocers. Léontine’s épicerie was one of the quotidian businesses that helped restore the rhythms of peacetime life. Over time, as the emergency subsided, her shop evolved into a café-tabac. Rosine learned the business at her mother’s side.




  Nail by nail and onion by onion, the Thérier family helped rebuild Ronville. When Rosine was a teenager, they moved out of temporary housing and into a new home at Number 6 Route de Bapaume. It was a modest, low-slung brick terrace without indoor plumbing or other modern conveniences. Still, it was a permanent house, not a makeshift shelter. Rosine hung white lace curtains in the front parlor and kept hens in a coop near the outhouse.19
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  By 1926, when Rosine turned twenty, Arras had surpassed its prewar population of 26,000. Many of the residents were returnees like the Thériers, but there were also plenty of newcomers. The English-speaking War Graves employees living on Route de Bapaume were part of a larger, polyglot community of immigrants and expatriates who made their homes in northern France.




  In the wake of World War I, France needed workers to replace the millions of French men who had been killed or disabled. Northern France was particularly desperate because tens of thousands of civilians had either died or chosen not to return. Immigrants filled crucial jobs in mining and agriculture and helped rehabilitate the Zone Rouge.




  In addition to the immediate labor shortage, postwar France faced the alarming prospect of slower population growth. Leaders worried that France would be at a long-term disadvantage against Germany, which was still growing fast. To head off this demographic disaster, they adopted policies that encouraged European workers to settle permanently in France. Changes to French immigration law in 1927 made it easier to become a naturalized French citizen and abolished a long-standing policy that stripped French women of their nationality if they married foreign-born men. Women like Marie Caron, who married Ben Leech in 1922, had forfeited their French nationality, but Rosine Thérier, who married Bert Witton in 1932, remained French in the eyes of the law.20




  These policies shaped the demographics of devastated areas. Before the war, foreign-born étrangers were vanishingly rare in small villages like Beaumont-Hamel, Thiepval, and Montauban, but that changed dramatically in the postwar years. By the early 1930s, these villages typically had foreign-born populations of 20 to 30 percent, with some, like Thiepval, approaching 50 percent. Italian masons helped build the Imperial War Graves Commission’s towering Thiepval Memorial; Polish agricultural laborers worked in its shadow.21




  The War Graves Commission employees were a small part of this larger foreign-born population. Unlike the gardeners in Belgium, who were concentrated around Ypres, the gardeners in France were scattered widely across the Nord, Pas-de-Calais, and Somme departments, with a few farther afield. There were clusters in places like Beaumont-Hamel, where the cemeteries were most numerous, but most gardeners in France lived in villages with only one or two English-speaking families.




  Gardeners who wanted to socialize with their fellow expatriates often traveled to Arras. There were whist drives and holiday parties and an annual Sports Meet on Bastille Day organized by the British Legion. These gatherings nurtured lifelong friendships among the Anglo-French community, which included many British people beyond the War Graves families. Among Rosine Witton’s friends were Berthe Fraser, a French woman who ran a perfume shop with her bespectacled, London-born husband, John, and Arthur Richards, the vice-chairman of the local British Legion chapter. One day, they would be Resistance comrades as well as friends.22




  While many of the gardeners preferred to spend time with their fellow English speakers, others integrated more fully into their adopted communities. Bob Armstrong, the Irish gardener who had lost a brother at Loos, was a gregarious man with a wide circle of French friends. His home in Valenciennes was on the eastern outskirts of the Commission’s turf, relatively far from both Arras and Ypres, which may explain why Bob became much more fluent in French than some of his colleagues. Even Ben Leech and Bert Witton, whose families spoke French at home, were never fully comfortable with the language. “Please excuse my writing in English,” Ben once apologized in a letter, “but my French would be too awful.”23 Bob Armstrong, by contrast, threw himself wholeheartedly into the life of his adopted home.
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  Questions of language and nationality were as important to the War Graves Commission as they were to the gardeners. The Commission purposefully hired men to create what Sir Fabian Ware called a “balanced staff,” that is, a staff that embodied Sir Fabian’s vision of imperial cooperation. The dominions were represented at every level—by gardeners and mechanics as well as by architects and administrators—with positions explicitly reserved for Canadians, Australians, New Zealanders, and South Africans “in proportion to their contributions to Commission funds.”24




  The Commission was explicit about hiring candidates to fill national quotas. Sir Frederick Kenyon, one of the Commission’s chief architects, was doubtful about hiring a young Canadian veteran named Frank Higginson because he was “not of the same standing from the point of view of architectural experience” as the other junior architects. “But if Canada has no one better qualified to offer, I think we might give Lieut. Higginson a trial,” Kenyon wrote. Frank Higginson went on to design the much-admired Cabaret Rouge Cemetery near Vimy Ridge, but he was hired for the maple leaf on his cap, not for his architecture portfolio.25




  The Commission’s staff was supposed to represent the empire but within very narrow boundaries. Members of the permanent staff were required to be white, male British subjects who had served in the armed forces and spoke fluent English. These criteria were far more important than previous experience. The Commission was happy to train complete novices like Ben Leech and Bert Witton who met the demographic qualifications. Skilled workers who did not fit these narrow parameters of race, gender, and nationality were not eligible for positions on the permanent staff.




  A few small deviations proved the rule. John Boucher, a veteran of the Guernsey Light Infantry, had moved to the Channel Islands from France when he was three weeks old. Boucher was already working as a cemetery gardener when the Commission discovered that he was not, technically, a British subject. They granted him a dispensation to join the permanent staff but noted that, unlike the other gardeners, “his service on the Commission’s staff was not regarded as the service of the Crown.”26




  The Commission’s narrow hiring criteria sometimes meant replacing proficient workers with newcomers. Before the War Graves Commission took over from the army in 1921, dozens of women from Queen Mary’s Army Auxiliary Corps worked as gardeners in British cemeteries in France. They planted flowers, kept the cemeteries tidy, and even dug graves, but the War Graves Commission did not offer them permanent positions.27 The Commission did hire women for clerical roles, as temporary drivers in the very earliest days, and as medical personnel but not as horticultural staff.28




  The Commission also lost essential skilled labor by hiring only white workers to its permanent staff. In 1919 and 1920, Chinese craftsmen carved thousands of headstones for their comrades in the Chinese Labour Corps, a job that the Commission considered “a work of love and not one of finance.”29 Since both Britain and France were keen to prevent Chinese men from settling down after the war, nearly all the Chinese workers were transported back to China in 1920. Many of them were surely eager to go home, but others had formed romantic relationships with French women and might have been interested in staying if they had been given the opportunity. They were not.30




  The Commission did intervene to keep sixty-three Chinese workers in France in 1920—going so far as to have them “taken off the train as they were leaving”—but only for the few months necessary to complete the carving work. In later years, when headstones with Chinese text needed routine replacing, the Commission’s craftsmen lacked the expertise to carve the names of the dead. Unable to replicate the original text, they made replacement headstones that commemorated members of the Chinese Labour Corps by their service numbers.31




  These choices ensured that the War Graves Commission’s cemeteries were far more homogeneous above ground than they were below. White Canadians and white South Africans tended the graves of their comrades at Cabaret Rouge and Delville Wood, but there were no Indian gardeners at Neuve Chapelle and no Chinese gardeners at Noyelles-sur-Mer.




  The War Graves Commission did, in fact, employ gardeners who were not white British men but only as “casual” laborers. In 1936, the Commission paid 127 “Local Native Gardeners” in addition to the permanent staff of 596. Some of these “native” gardeners were French, Belgian, Italian, Polish, and Turkish men who worked in British cemeteries in their home countries and were excluded from the permanent staff because they were not British subjects. Others were British colonial subjects who worked in cemeteries in Asia and Africa. They were ineligible for the permanent staff because they were “natives,” not white settlers. Some of these gardeners worked in Commission cemeteries for decades, but they were still classified as temporary workers. They were paid lower wages and were not eligible for benefits. The Commission did not even keep systematic records of their names.32




  One of the casual workers whose name does not appear anywhere in the Commission’s archives was a French woman named Julia Dauvergne. She was the cleaner who kept the Arras headquarters tidy. Like so many other War Graves employees, Madame Dauvergne found it convenient to live near her workplace. She rented a room just a few minutes’ walk from the office, at Number 6 Route de Bapaume, where she lived with Rosine Thérier and her parents.33
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  By the early 1930s, Rosine Thérier lived in the midst of a well-established War Graves community. Each day, when Madame Dauvergne walked up Route de Bapaume from the Thérier house to the War Graves office, she followed the same route as Superintendent Pay Clerk Charles Cheeseman, who lived at Number 10, and the Commission’s nurse, Sister Betty Stuart, who lived in an apartment on the next block. Rosine was friendly with sweet, hospitable Marie Medlicott, who lived across the street with her husband, Harold, and their children, and with Suzanne Legg, who was only two years older than Rosine but was already married to gardener Wilfred Legg and mother to Freddy, Harry, and baby Gladys. Around the corner, Hélène Allen and her gardener husband, Thomas, named their daughters Poppy and Marguerite after the British and Belgian remembrance flowers.34




  It is not clear how Rosine met Bert Witton, but she had plenty of opportunities. He may have been a customer at the café-tabac, or they may have been introduced by one of their many mutual acquaintances. However they met, the blond, sober-faced gardener caught Rosine’s eye. They married in 1932, when Rosine was twenty-five and Bert was thirty-four.35




  Sidney Albert Witton, “Bert” to his friends, was one of the younger War Graves gardeners. He was born on June 6, 1898, in the East London docklands, one of eight surviving children in a family that buried five others. As a teenager, Bert worked alongside many of his relatives at a factory in Silvertown, a sliver of industrial grime floating between the Royal Victoria Dock and the Thames. Bert made telegraph cables. It was essential work, especially during the war, when vital communication infrastructure needed constant repairs.




  Perhaps Bert would have stayed in Silvertown if not for the explosion. On January 19, 1917, fifty tons of TNT stored at a munitions factory detonated. The blast killed seventy-three people, injured hundreds more, and leveled the entire neighborhood. None of Bert’s immediate family were killed, but Silvertown resembled Ronville. Newly unemployed, Bert enlisted in the Royal Flying Corps (RFC).36




  The RFC sent Bert to France as a laborer. When he was discharged in 1920, he took a similar job with the War Graves Commission. It was grim work. Bert and the other laborers scoured the battlefields for bodies, dug graves, and lay the horticultural groundwork for the new cemeteries. Bert had never worked with plants before, but he discovered a knack and was promoted to gardener-caretaker in 1921. As a young, single man, he was probably assigned to one of the Commission’s mobile horticultural units that roamed the ravaged countryside in tall, green lorries marked “Travelling Gardening Party.”




  Bert was laid off during the staff reductions of the late 1920s but rehired a few years later once the Commission realized their cuts had bitten too deep. In the meantime, he married Rosine and moved into her parents’ house.




  Rosine and Bert were better off financially than most other gardeners’ families. Some War Graves wives took in lodgers or sold homemade meals to make ends meet, but few had reliable independent incomes like Rosine’s. The café-tabac meant that the Wittons did not depend wholly on Bert’s wages. Other gardeners took on debt to survive from one payday to the next, but Bert and Rosine built up modest savings. When Rosine’s parents died, she was able to buy out her brother’s share in Number 6 and own the house outright. That made the Wittons unusual among War Graves gardeners in France, most of whom rented or lived in lodgings.




  It was not easy to survive on a War Graves gardener’s wage.37 Despite the Commission’s initial plans to pay gardener-caretakers an annual wage of £175 (£3.7.4 per week), the Treasury approved a substantially lower rate of £156 (£3 per week). Unlike the salaried officers and clerical staff, who had regular raises built into their pay scales, the gardeners’ wages were stagnant. The only way for a gardener to make more money in his thirtieth year than in his first was to be promoted to head gardener, a rare feat in a workforce where nearly everyone was of a similar age and seniority.




  The gardeners’ low wages made life difficult in postwar France, where the basic necessities of life were ruinously expensive. At first, the Commission provided barracks and rations, but those supports ended as they transitioned from the construction phase to permanent maintenance. The housing shortage meant that many gardeners shared houses or rented “mere shells” that had to be fitted out with heating stoves and basic furnishings at exorbitant rates.




  Food was another vexing problem. Gardeners paid high prices for thin milk and bacon that was “rank and harsh.” Tea, a specialty item in France, was beyond their reach. By 1929, fluctuations in the exchange rate removed even the smallest luxuries from their tables. Every eggless, jamless, tealess morning gave the gardeners occasion to grumble that they were “accustomed to English breakfasts before proceeding to their days’ work and could not have them.”




  Even as they struggled to eat like Englishmen, the gardeners were expected to act as “representatives of the British Empire.” They assisted mourners who came to their cemeteries, attended local ceremonies, and entertained village dignitaries in their homes. The results could be humiliating. Gardeners were embarrassed when they were forced to appear in public looking shabby. “Even if they were poor,” they argued, “they should not look poor.” Unfortunately, their paltry wages were “insufficient to maintain their prestige in a foreign country, to look respectable or live decently as British working men are accustomed to live.”




  The gardeners were semiofficial British representatives, but they were cut off from many of the social programs available to working people in the United Kingdom. Both France and the United Kingdom were experimenting with national insurance schemes to provide medical and dental care to their citizens, but the gardeners were ineligible for both. They were also unable to claim disability pensions because they did not reside in the United Kingdom. The War Graves Commission offered a contributory superannuation scheme designed to provide small payments to retirees over the age of sixty, but the policies did not cover younger employees who became physically or mentally incapacitated.
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“Moving . . . the surprising story of what it costs to care for the dead.”
—JILL LEPORE, author of These Truths: A History of the United States
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