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Who? What? Where? Who? 

    

Who was worth a million 
soldiers? 

See page 12 

Bluebirds! What service 
wore this uniform? 

See page 6 

Where can  you see the 
only original one of 

these? 

See page 9 

Who was captured after 
sinking 14 ships with no 

loss of life? 

See page 18 
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Western Front Association 

Pacific Coast Branch 

The Pacific Coast Branch of The Western Front 
Association was founded in 1999 and has mem-
bers from the Provinces of British Columbia, Al-
berta, Saskatchewan and Ontario; and the States 
of Washington, Oregon, California, Virginia, Geor-
gia, Massachusetts and Michigan. The worldwide 
membership in the Western Front Association is 
over 6500 and there are 60 separate Branches 
and Branch Chapters in Europe, North America, 
Australia and New Zealand. 

The WFA is non-political and does not seek to glo-
rify war, nor is it a re-enactment society. Its princi-
pal objective is to perpetuate the memory, cour-
age and comradeship of the people on all sides 
who served their countries during the Great War 
in and over France and Belgium, on other fronts, 
at sea and in their own countries.  

Another important objective is to inform and edu-
cate the public on the continuing relevance the 
Great War has on the modern world. 

 

Chairman Peter Broznitsky, Vancouver, BC 
Vice Chairman Doug Slowski,  Nanaimo, BC 
Treasurer Gavin Cooper, Lantzville, BC 
Editor Robert Forbes, Victoria, BC 

 

The Listening Post 

This newsletter is produced by the Western Front 
Association, Pacific Coast Branch.   Membership in 
the WFA-PBC is $35.00 annually  and includes sub-
scription to the Listening Post.   Submission of pic-
tures and articles can be sent via email to 
wfa@prfconsulting.com 

Message from the Chairman 

Greetings to all members, new and old, of the Pacific 
Coast Branch of the WFA.  Our Editor Rob has assem-
bled another fine edition of The Listening Post.  I look 
forward to a report in the next release about the up-
coming 100th Anniversary Celebration of our hosts, 
the Bay Street Armoury and the Canadian Scottish.   

The drawing of the interior of the A7V reminds me of 
the plans I used to create back in grade school, while 
bored in class.  And is it my imagination, or is the Lewis 
gun wielded by Private Milhais a little larger than life? 

In a few short days, Remembrance or Veterans Day 
will be upon us.  Will you be out, rain or shine, sup-
porting an event in your hometown?  Watching a pa-
rade, or maybe marching in one?  The day before I will 
be presenting at a local library.  If you are doing some-
thing to raise awareness during the Remembrance sea-
son, let us all know. 

Planning for our March 4th to 6th 2016 seminar and 
AGM is well underway. We will hear talks by folks from 
Calgary, Kelowna, and some local usual suspects.  I 
trust we have created a programme for the Annual 
Seminar that will be of interest to you all, and particu-
larly those who feel 1916 was a pivotal year. 

Please start collecting items for our silent auction. It 
went very well again last year and we would like to 
repeat that success. 

For the first time in a long time no new members have 
joined the Branch. Membership is still strong at 66. 

Did any of our American cousins attend the 2015 Sym-
posium of The National World War I Museum in Kan-
sas City? or the 2015 WW1HA Symposium near Chica-
go?  If you did, please write up a report and let us 
know how it was. 

Remember to keep the lines of communication 
open.  Advise myself or Doug Slowski our vice Chair of 
any thoughts or comments about the branch. We’re 
always seeking to create stronger bonds and foster 
camaraderie amongst our membership.  My best wish-
es to you and yours for a safe and happy Christmas 
season. 
Sincerely, Peter Broznitsky 

mailto:wfa@prfconsulting.com
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The general public is invited to help celebrate the 100th anniversary of the Bay Street Armoury by 
attending an open house and celebration event on Sunday 22 November 2015 from 10:00 am to 4:00 

pm.  

Please join the 5th (BC) Field Regiment, Royal Canadian Artillery, the Canadian Scottish Regiment 
(Princess Mary’s), associated regimental organizations, and community heritage and history groups 
to celebrate the role this national historic site has played in the Greater Victoria community—and 
the contribution it has made to Canada and the world.  

The public will be able to tour the facilities and displays of the resident militia regiments: operations 
rooms, band rooms and messes. Resident cadet units will explain their programs. The Canadian 
Scottish Women’s auxiliary will operate a canteen and the Canadian Scottish Kit Shop will be open.  

The Regimental Museums will be open. Displays will also be mounted by the Ashton Garrison Mu-
seum showcasing the 11(Victoria) Service Battalion and the 11 (Victoria) Field Ambulance as these 
units were resident in the BSA until 1992 when they moved to the Lt.-General E. C. Ashton Ar-
moury on Vanalman Avenue. The CFB Esquimalt Naval and Military Museum will also have a dis-
play.  

Many historical and heritage groups and several municipal archives will have display tables illus-
trating the community’s relationship to the BSA.  

The Honourable Judith Guichon, Lieutenant-Governor of British Columbia will be greeted by the 
Commanding Officers and Honourary-Colonels of the resident regiments at 1:00pm. Her Honour 
will inspect the Quarter Guard followed by a tour of the facilities and displays.  

A commemoration program will feature stories, Regimental bands, songs and slides that take us on 
an historic tour of the building’s use by the militia and the Greater Victoria community from the 
early 1900’s to the present. The program will end with the unveiling of a commemoration plaque by 
the Lieutenant-Governor.  
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July 1917: Stacks of shells in the National Shell Filling Factory Number 6, Chilwell , Nottinghamshire (IWM) 

Factory Explosion– Accident or Sabotage? 

Kate Adie, BBC 

It was one of Britain's worst wartime disasters - an explosion at a Nottingham ammunition factory. It's the 
forgotten tragedy in which 134 Nottingham workers were killed, and dozens more injured. It was also Brit-
ain's worst ever disaster involving an explosion.  

The Chilwell ammunition factory blast was the biggest loss of life during a single explosion during the First 
World War. Amazingly it was a tragedy that was kept secret at the time. 

Nottingham's Chilwell ammunition factory was the country's most productive shell filling factory during the 
First World War. It was set up by Viscount Chetwynd in 1915 to try and counter the superior German fire-
power in the trench warfare.  

He chose a site near Nottingham that was flat with good road and rail links, but also in a dip to shield any ex-
plosions.  The site had to be kept top secret for fear of attacks by the enemy. 

During the course of the war, the Chilwell factory supplied over half the shells fired, including most of those 
used in the bloody battle of the Somme. 

10,000 people worked in the Chilwell munitions factory including many women. They were known as 'canary 
girls' because, as local historian Maureen Rushton explains: “The chemicals some of them were using turned 
their skin yellow and their hair green.” Work was up to 12 hour shifts for 30 shillings a week. 
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Employees at the factory often complained of chest pains, 
nausea and skin irritations resulting in workers being given 
masks, and ventilation being improved. 

In July 1918 there was a devastating explosion in the mixing 
plant at Chilwell. 134 people died and 250 were injured by 
the blast that flattened much around the site. 

The explosion even broke windows in Long Eaton two miles 
away and body parts were hurled into the air and landed in 
farmers' fields.  

Yet, at the time it was only reported in the newspapers as - 
"60 feared dead in Midlands factory explosion." Most of the 
dead were put in a mass grave in Attenborough village with-
out being named. 

So what was the cause of the huge explosion at Chilwell?
Was it a tragic accident or could it have been sabotage? 

In the early days of Chilwell, there had been several minor 
explosions as a result of struggles to perfect the chemical mix to go into the shells.  Many of the shells didn't 
go off or damage the German front line as much as they'd expected.  

Were there spies working in Chilwell? Or were they not getting the mixture in the shells right early enough? 

Scotland Yard was called into investigate. Lord Chetwynd told them he was convinced it was sabotage and 
went as far as naming the culprit.  

The report was never published and Lord Chetwynd was never told what its conclusions were. Even today it 
seems that the truth is far from clear.  

It seems incredulous that the biggest loss of life during a single explosion during the First World War took 
place not on the battlefields of France, but much closer to home in Chilwell. 
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The Nursing Sisters of Canada  

Veteran’s Affairs Canada 

At the beginning of the war there were five Permanent Force nurses and 57 listed in reserve. By 1917, the 
Canadian Army Nursing Service included 2,030 nurses (1,886 overseas) with 203 on reserve. In total, 3,141 
Canadian nurses volunteered their services. Because of their blue dresses and white veils they were nick-
named the "bluebirds," and for their courage and compassion they received the admiration of many soldiers. 

The First World War saw great courage and sacrifice on 
the part of many nurses, such as Britain’s Edith Cavell. 
She was a nurse who remained in Brussels, Belgium, after 
the Germans occupied the city early in the war, tending 
to wounded soldiers of all countries. However, in addition 
to this work, Cavell helped captured British, French and 
Belgian soldiers escape to the neutral Netherlands (where 
most would eventually make it to England). When her ac-
tivities were discovered, she was executed as a spy, but 
not before she helped about 200 men escape the Ger-
mans. 

In many ways, the First World War was a time of great change and innovation in the field of military medical 
services. At first, medical units were set up in hospitals. However, the eventual establishment of Casualty 
Clearing Stations provided faster and more effective treatment to the injured at the front line. 

The Casualty Clearing Station was an advance unit, situated close to the front line, where ambulances could 
deliver the wounded to be assessed, treated or evacuated to one of the many hospitals. The early stage as-
sessment and treatment available at these units proved very effective in the efficient handling of large 
groups of battle injuries that occurred at the front. At the same time, however, the proximity to the fighting 
exposed the Nursing Sisters to the horrors and dangers particular to the front. The advance areas were often 
under attack from air raids and shell fire, frequently placing the lives of the sisters in danger. As well, the 
Casualty Clearing Stations were often plagued with the same aggravations of front line life; many nurses re-

ported that rats and fleas were constant plagues. 

The dangers of working in an advance area were 
not restricted to the land operations. One of the 
innovations of the First World War Medical Ser-
vices was the introduction of the hospital ship. 
These ships were also subject to the dangers of en-
emy attack. On the night of June 27, 1918, the Ca-
nadian hospital ship Llandovery Castle was torpe-
doed by a German U-boat and 234 people lost their 
lives, including all 14 sisters on board.  24 survived. 

In France, as well as Africa and the Mediterranean, 
the nurses had to deal not only with an exhausting 
workload, but often under extremely primitive 
working conditions and desperate climatic ex-
tremes. This was the pre-antibiotics age and, as 

was the case during the South African conflict, the ranks of the injured were swelled by infection and out-

Nursing sisters attend the grave of Nursing Sister Margaret Lowe, killed in 
a German air raid on Étaples that hit two Canadian hospitals. 
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breaks of diseases such as meningitis. In spite of these challenges, the Canadian Nursing Sisters were able to 
provide comfort to the sick and injured. 

Of the 3,141 Nursing Sisters that served 
in the Royal Canadian Army Medical 
Corps , 2,504 of those served overseas in 
England, France and the Eastern Medi-
terranean at Gallipoli, Alexandria and 
Salonika.  

By the end of the First World War, ap-
proximately 45 Nursing Sisters had given 
their lives, dying from enemy attacks in-
cluding the bombing of a hospital and 
the sinking of the hospital ship, or from 
disease. The beautiful Nursing Sisters’ 
Memorial in the Hall of Honour in the 
Parliament Buildings in Ottawa is a loving 
tribute to their service, sacrifice and her-
oism. 

The Bard of the First World War Ambulance Service 

In early October, Ray Travers of our branch, organized a gathering where the poetry  of Robert Service was 
read to a gathering of people interested poetry and World War One. Poems were read from the compilation 
Rhymes of a Red Cross Man, by Ray and several of the others gathered for the two hour event.  The poetry, 
evocative, emotional and at times raw was well read and well received. 

The locale was particularly significant as it was read in the “Sam McGee” room, in the Bard and Banker pub 
in Victoria.  The pub is so named as Robert Service worked there as a bank clerk prior to going to the Yukon, 
where he gained world renown as “Bard of the Yukon” for his poems The Spell of the Yukon, Cremation of 
Sam McGee and The Shooting of Dan McGrew.  
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The US Silent Service in Defense of the East Coast 

Dr. Ed Whitman, USN Submarine Warfare Center 

When the United States entered the war in April 1917, there was already significant anxiety about a potential 
submarine threat off the East Coast. Further exacerbating this concern was the Navy’s relative lack of first-
line destroyers – approximately 50 in mid-1917 – and the decision to send most of those to Europe. A mas-
sive building program was already underway – it would lead to the eventual construction of 273 four-stack, 
“flush-deck” destroyers by 1921 – but for the rest of 1917, only five would be launched, and the need to es-
cort troop convoys to France took top priority. As a stopgap, U.S. submarines were drawn increasingly into 
the anti-submarine campaign on the Atlantic and Gulf Coasts, and two divisions were even shifted from Ha-
waii and Puget Sound to bolster their ranks.  

By the beginning of 1918, small detachments of older U.S. submarines were patrolling regularly across the 
entire US eastern seaboard to the Canal Zone. In fact a significant submarine threat only materialized along 
the U.S. East Coast for a few months in mid-1918, when Germany deployed a half-dozen long-range mine-
layers and large “U-cruisers” – patterned after Deutschland – across the Atlantic in a last-ditch attempt to dis-
rupt the American war effort.  

First to arrive was U-151, which left Kiel in mid-April, mined the entrances to both the Chesapeake and Dela-
ware Bays, severed several telegraph cables near New York, and sank 23 ships totaling 61,000 tons off New 
Jersey and Cape Hatteras before breaking off in mid-June. During the remainder of the summer, several more 
German long-range submarines carried out anti-shipping missions along the coast, sinking in excess of 50,000 
additional tons – including the Diamond Shoals lightship – and planting minefields that destroyed at least sev-
en more ships, among them the heavy cruiser USS San Diego (CA-6). Additionally, a submarine-laid mine 
heavily damaged the battleship USS Minnesota (BB-22) off Fire Island.  

Despite this appearance of success and the ineffectiveness of the rudimentary ASW measures mounted by 
U.S. submarines, patrol craft, and airplanes, the brief German submarine campaign off the U.S. East Coast 
came too late in the war to affect the outcome. The total loss of Allied shipping was only a fifth of that sunk in 
a single month during the height of the conflict in European waters, and the gathering industrial capacity of 
the United States was fully capable of offsetting an even more dramatic toll. Nonetheless, the Germans had 
demonstrated convincingly that modern submarines could operate effectively over transoceanic distances 

and that a mere handful 
could divert a disproportion-
ate share of naval resources 
to coastal defense.  

When the fighting stopped, 
the Navy had 74 submarines 
in commission, with 59 more 
under construction. Except 
for two submarines sunk in 
accidents – F-4 off Honolulu 
in 1915 and F-1 near San Die-
go in 1917 – no U.S. subma-
rines had been lost during 
the conflict.  

 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCO60ka6nucgCFcUsiAodBrcNmg&url=http%3A%2F%2Fhamptonroadsnavalmuseum.blogspot.com%2F2014%2F04%2Fclass-picture-day-submarine-flotilla.html&bvm=bv.104819420,d.c
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Sole surviving German A7V On Display 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Its looming steel box structure mounted on massive metal tracks must have struck fear into the hearts of Al-
lied soldiers, including Australians, as it lurched across the battlefields at St Quentin and Villers-Bretonneux 
on the Western Front in 1918. "You can only imagine what it was like for Australian, and Allied Forces, to see 
this tank coming to them," Australian War Memorial (AWM) director Dr Brendan Nelson said. 

Curator of military technology at the AWM Garth O'Connell said the A7V Sturmpanzerwagen must have been 
very imposing, particularly to troops who had never seen, let alone fought a tank before. 

"On the day that this vehicle had its last battle on April 24th, 1918 it was a foggy morning ... it was 9 degrees 
Celsius and the fog didn't lift until midday, and 13 of these steel beasts came out at the British Army," he 
said. Panzerkampfwagen 506, known as Mephisto, was part of the initial German tank detachment which 
participated in the first German tank attack at St Quentin in France.In its second and final battle at Villers-
Bretonneux, the Mephisto tank was disabled and abandoned on the battlefield. 

In what Dr Nelson describes as a cheeky and courageous plan, Queenslanders and Tasmanians from the 26th 
Battalion, AIF recovered the tank under the cover of darkness. 

It was then transported from Europe to Brisbane where it became a permanent exhibit at the Queensland 
Museum. 

Now the rare tank has been moved tem-
porarily to Canberra to mark the 100th 
anniversary of significant WWI battles. 

Germany's A7V Sturmpanzerwagen was 
the first tank developed by the German 
Army, in response to the earliest tanks 
built by the British. 

Only 20 were ever built for use in war, 
and Panzerkampfwagen 506, Mephisto, is 
the only surviving unit anywhere in the 
world 

The imposing Mephisto has gone on temporary display at the Australian 
War Memorial in Canberra 

Australian soldiers inspect the captured Mephisto, a German A7V 
tank at the 5th Tank Brigade  demonstration ground, Vaux-en-

Amienois, France 

Technical drawing showing the inside of a German A7V tank 
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A Pot of Tea 

Robert Service 

From Rhymes of a Red Cross Man (1916) 

 

You make it in your mess-tin by the brazier's rosy gleam; 

       You watch it cloud, then settle amber clear; 

 You lift it with your bay'nit, and you sniff the fragrant steam; 

       The very breath of it is ripe with cheer. 

 You're awful cold and dirty, and a-cursin' of your lot; 

       You scoff the blushin' 'alf of it, so rich and rippin' 'ot; 

 It bucks you up like anythink, just seems to touch the spot: 

       God bless the man that first discovered Tea! 

 

Since I came out to fight in France, which ain't the other day, 

       I think I've drunk enough to float a barge; 

 All kinds of fancy foreign dope, from caffy and doo lay, 

       To rum they serves you out before a charge. 

 In back rooms of estaminays I've gurgled pints of cham; 

       I've swilled down mugs of cider till I've felt a bloomin' dam; 

 But 'struth! they all ain't in it with the vintage of Assam: 

       God bless the man that first invented Tea! 

 

I think them lazy lumps o' gods wot kips on asphodel 

       Swigs nectar that's a flavour of Oolong; 

 I only wish them sons o' guns a-grillin' down in 'ell 

       Could 'ave their daily ration of Suchong. 

 Hurrah! I'm off to battle, which is 'ell and 'eaven too; 

       And if I don't give some poor bloke a sexton's job to do, 

 To-night, by Fritz's campfire, won't I 'ave a gorgeous brew 

       (For fightin' mustn't interfere with Tea). 

 To-night we'll all be tellin' of the Boches that we slew, 

       As we drink the giddy victory in Tea. 
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The First Sinking of a U-Boat by a Q-Ship 

The Royal Navy, faced with increasing losses of 
merchant ships to U-boats, came up with the idea 
of using decoy ships to trap German submarines. 
They were eventually known as Q-ships after 
Queenstown, now Cobh, in Ireland, where many 
of them were based. 

Early war U-boats carried only around six torpe-
does, so their captains preferred to surface and 
sink smaller merchant ships by gunfire. A Q-ship 
would give the impression of being an innocuous 
tramp steamer. Her armament would be hidden 
inside false deck houses or lifeboats or on swivel 
mountings that could appear when needed. Most of her crew, who were volunteers, would also be con-
cealed, with hidden alleyways and special trap doors allowing them to get to their action stations without 
being seen. The majority of the crew of a warship are concerned with fighting rather than sailing her, so Q-
Ships had far larger crews than they would have had as merchantmen.  

The first Q-ship to see action was HMS Prince Charles, a 373-ton collier that was given an armament of two 6 
pounder guns, two 3 pounders and a number of rifles. Her 11-man civilian crew volunteered to remain on 
board, and were supplemented by 13 Royal Navy personnel. 

Prince Charles left Scapa Flow at 8:00 pm on 21 July 1915. In the early hours of 24 July she encountered a 
merchant ship stopped near a surfaced submarine 10 miles WNW of Rona. The commander’s report stated: 

‘Shortly after this the submarine was observed to start her oil engine and proceed towards us at full 
speed. I then hoisted my ensign. At about 7.5 p.m., submarine being about 3 miles distant, 5 points on 
the port bow, she fired a shot which pitched about 1,000 yards over. 

I then stopped engines, put ship’s head to swell from NNW, blew three blasts, and boat’s crews were 
ordered to get boats out. 

All this time the submarine was coming very fast towards us (20 knots) and at 7.10 she fired a second 
shot which went between funnel and foremast and landed 50 yards over. 

The submarine then turned so as to bring her broadside to us at about 600 yards, and as the subma-
rine continued to fire and seeing that the range could not close any more, I opened fire with both port 
guns. 

Directly I opened fire the gun’s crew of the submarine deserted their gun and entered conning tower 
and she apparently attempted to dive.’ 

The submarine, which was U-36, was struck by a shell as she dived. She came back up, turning. Prince 
Charles closed to 300 yards and continued to fire, scoring several hits. U36’s crew abandoned ship, with 15 
out of 33 men, including her captain, Kapitänleutnant Ernst Graeff, being saved by the British. 

The steamer that had been near U-36 when Prince Charles came upon them was Danish. The navy com-
mander suspected that she had been supplying the U-boat, so ordered her to follow him to port for inspec-
tion. The Danes turned out to be pro-British and delighted at the outcome of the action. They agreed to keep 
quiet about it and were released. 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCPnjye7LucgCFceViAodgegAQQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.yorkshire-divers.com%2Fforums%2Farchive%2Findex.php%2Ft-169700.html&bvm=bv.104819420,d.cGU&psig=AFQjCNGGw7FXH
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Soldier Millions — Soldado Milhões 

Anibal Milhais, a farmer from the village of Valongo, in the parish of Murça in the north of Portugal, was an 
unlikely hero.  The son of a farmer, he lived in the small village until he was drafted into the Portuguese Army 
in 1915.  When the Central Powers declared war on Portugal in 1916, Milhais was in the first cohort of the 
Corpo Expedicionário Português bound for France in January 1917, to be incorporated into the BEF.  He was 
in the 2nd Infantry Division, in the Trás os Montes (Hillbilly) Brigade. 

By early April 1918, the Portuguese troops were exhausted and were being rotated to the rear.  Before the 
Second Division could be withdrawn, the German attack at the Lys River, Operation Georgette, fell directly 
on them.  The contempraneous British account of this Battle of Estaires has the Portuguese soldiers throwing 
their rifles down and taking their boots off, running from German onslaught.  These accounts, tinged with 
racist and nationalist blame-shielding misdirection, could not have been farther from the truth. 

The German attack started following two days of increasingly intense shelling. Nine divisions of specially-
trained German Sturmtruppen on a 7-mile front, advanced in heavy fog through a fierce creeping barrage.  
This was a new tactic that the Germans started using to great effect with Operation Michael, ending 5 April, 

two days before Georgette began.   

The Germans routed the British 40th Division, 
which retreated over the river by 1:00 PM. The 
British 55th Division was pinned by an additional 
two German divisions. 

The attack on the Portuguese soldiers started 
just as the barrage let up a bit, and the fighting 
turned into a wild melee.  The Portuguese held 
their own and suffered heavy casualties, but the 
pressure of the fierce assault was irresistible.  
The bombardment of the Germans that opened 
the battle was the strongest of the war, to that 
point.  Within a few hours of the commence-
ment of the battle, the Portuguese suffered 
14,000 casualties, about half being taken prison-
er.  

The battle was certainly not without its mo-
ments of valour.  Anibal Milhais was a Lewis 
gunner covering the retreat of his brigade and 
that of the adjoining Scottish regiment. He fired 
with such ferocity that he single-handedly re-
pelled two German columns, causing extensive 
casualties.  He stayed at his post until he ran out 
of ammunition, and then took cover.  The Ger-
mans bypassed his position and he found him-
self alone behind enemy lines. 

After the Germans had moved beyond him, Mi-
lhais came out and made his way slowly and 

Painting of Milhais in the Oporto Military Museum in Portugal 
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carefully towards his own lines.  While in transit, he came up-
on a Scottish major who was mired in a swamp, and rescued 
him from his watery fate.  Together, they successfully re-
turned to Allied lines. 

Milhais had nothing to say about the incident, but the Major 
had made note of it.  A few months later, the scene repeated 
itself with Milhais defending against a German assault with 
the same fervour.  He stood firing his Lewis gun, allowing a 
Belgian unit to successfully reach cover.  This time the actions 
were included in reports of both British and Belgian officers. 

Anibal Milhais was awarded the highest honours of Portugal, 
The Order of Tower and Sword, as well as the French Legion 
d’Honneur.  These were presented on the battlefield, in front 
of 15,000 soldiers (the usual presentation was made in Lis-
bon).  He was also made a Knight of the Order of Military 
Tower and Sword.  A commendation, published in July 1918  
described his action as having been worth a million men, and 
a nickname was born. 

At war’s end, Milhais was the most decorated soldier Portu-
gal had ever produced.  The humble farmer just wanted to 
return to his farm.  

This he did, and he married and had many children.  It was hard, in the impoverished country, to provide for 
his family.  The Portguese government promised to help, but the economy was in dire straits and they only 
thing they did was to change the name of his town from Valongo to Valongo of Milhais 

In 1928 he emigrated to Brazil, where the expatriate community welcomed the hero of the war with open 
arms.  Once they found out why he came to Brazil, they raised money 
to send him back to the town named after him, and back to his farm.  

The Portuguese citizens thought 
it an affront that Brazilians were 
carrying their weight.  The Por-
tuguese government found the 
money for the pension they 
promised to Soldado Milhões. 

He lived a humble life as a na-
tional hero, dying in 1970, in 
the little village that took his 
name. 

Milhais at one of many receptions in his honour. 
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 A Home for COs —The NCC 

In this case, CO does not mean Commanding Officer, but instead is Conscientious Objector.   

At the beginning of the war a group of young Quakers, trained in first aid, set up a humanitarian project in 
France, which they called the Friends Ambulance Unit (FAU). Most of its 1,200 members were pacifists; they 
were all civilians; and they worked closely with the fighting soldiers. 'Our ideal as a voluntary unit is to ease 
pressure on overworked or inadequate staff.' The FAU provided its COs with a way to support the wounded 
but not the war. They cared for anyone they found wounded, including Germans - 'One has to help the latter 
mostly by stealth, but it is lovely to be able to do so now and then'. To the French army, the FAU seemed an 
organisation of 'amiable and efficient cranks'. There's no doubt that the drivers of the FAU ambulances and 
the workers at their hospital and dressing stations on the front line were brave and dedicated, feeling, as one 

said, 'privileged to try to patch up some of the results of this ghastly mis-
take'. 

But after conscription was introduced with the passing of the Military Ser-
vice Act in March 1916, for many COs (a number of whom were given ex-
emption on condition that they served with the FAU) the complexity of the 
situation became increasingly problematic. In 1914 some FAU workers had 

feared they might be taking potential non-combatant work away from vol-
unteer soldiers, who consequently went to their deaths instead. In 1916, it was unwilling conscripts whom 
the FAU's presence might be forcing into the front line. FAU staff also thought that their exemption was un-
fair to other COs, whose hardships they felt they should be sharing. Many resigned, and soon joined their 
'refusing' colleagues in prison. 

Set up in March 1916, eight Non-Combatant Corps (NCC) companies existed by the middle of June 1916. They 
were part of the army and run by its regular officers and non-commissioned officers, and NCC units were usu-
ally comprised of about 100 men. Over the course of the war 34 NCC companies were formed. There was no 
formal overarching organisation and they largely served under the command of regimental and reserve bat-
talions. 

Conscientious Objectors assigned to the NCC were enlisted as army privates and subject to army discipline, 
but they didn't carry weapons or take part in battle. Their duties were mainly to provide physical labour in 
support of the military such as work on roads, timber work, quarrying, sanitary duties, and the handling of 
supplies, but excluded anything that directly helped the war effort such as loading and unloading munitions. 
This was a different purpose than the Labour Corps, who also conducting these sorts of duties, but were 
staffed with many who were categorized below “A1”  including many of the returned wounded. 

The men of the NCC wore army uniforms and had a cap badge, and initially they received the same wage as 
private soldiers, but they could never be promoted. 

Some units were posted to France and Belgium, but were not deployed on the front line, neither were they 
supposed to be issued with weapons, be given tasks such as erecting barbed wire, could only be used for 
manual labour and were forbidden from taking on clerical or administrative work, whatever their skills or 
previous occupations. 

The Military Service records of NCC men are full of large and small acts of resistance, a refusal to compromise 
their principles by moving munitions, weapons, or even components that might have been made into weap-
ons. They were after all conscientious objectors, and Newhaven in particular saw the arrest of many NCC 
men who refused these specific orders and spent time under armed guard or confined to camp. 

Shoulder badge of the NCC 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCKDzuqTsz8gCFZdbiAodPeMGFg&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgreatwarlondon.wordpress.com%2F2013%2F03%2F25%2Fthe-non-combatant-corps-a-tale-of-three-objectors%2F&psig=AFQjC
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The stories of COs that were part of the NCC are as varied as any group in the Army.  William Cooper, a coffin
-maker from Barking, ended up in jail. Although his faith as a member of the Plymouth Brethren meant that 
he was opposed to military service, his father made an appeal to the local tribunal on the basis of William 
being indispensable to their business. A tribunal hearing on 16 June 1916 accepted this reason and exempted 
him, although another in October made it conditional on joining the St John’s Ambulance, which Cooper 
promptly did. 

On 21 December, it was announced that being an undertaker was no longer deemed work of national im-
portance. Cooper’s exemption was cancelled in April. At a hearing, he told the tribunal of his conscientious 
objection but it was rejected as having been formed since the start of the war (which was not a valid ground 
for exemption) because it had not been part of his previous appeals. Over the next couple of months, he 
wrote to the War Office and to David Lloyd George about his case: that his father had made the previous ap-
peal and ignored his conscientious objection. 

Cooper’s appeals were not enough though and he reported to Westminster to join the Rifle Brigade. Despite 
reporting there, Cooper refused to obey orders and was sent to the guard room, where he found another 
CO, but this man was rude and objectionable so Cooper asked to be moved into another room, which he 
was. He ended up being sent 
to Wormwood Scrubs and lat-
er served in the NCC. 

Different again was the story 
of Andrew John Munro, a 
schoolmaster from Enfield, 
who appeared before Croydon 
tribunal on 3 March 1916. 
Oddly, Munro had been previ-
ously served in the 20th Lon-
don (the Blackheath and Wool-
wich battalion) – presumably 
either pre-war or in the second 
or third-line unit. He was ex-
empted from combatant ser-
vice and was called up on 23 
March and joined the 1st East-
ern Company NCC. A month 
later he was in France. 

Munro served out the rest of the war doing labour work in the NCC in France. He spent most of the war serv-
ing in a detachment with the 19th (Western) Division on the Western Front, serving with them from Novem-
ber 1916 to May 1917 and again from October 1917 onwards. Unlike Cooper, Munro was apparently content 
with his role in the army – his disciplinary record is completely clean. 

By August 1918, around 3,500 men were willingly part of the NCC. Soldiers in the NCC had co-operated with 
the authorities' concept of the behaviour expected from a CO, but after the Armistice they were not consid-
ered a priority for demobilisation, were denied the pay rise given other soldiers while waiting to be returned 
home, and were among the last to be released. Norman Knappett, an Exclusive Plymouth Brethren, was con-
scripted in December 1916, spent the war in the Agricultural Corps, and was finally released on 7 January, 
1920. 

Conscientious Objectors at a hard labour camp at Dyce, Scotland 
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From Sikh Warrior to RAF Pilot 

Harry Ohara was a journalist for a Tokyo newspaper in India. When the war broke out, he signed up for the 
Indian Army.  The recruiting officer noted that there were no Oharas in the army, so his named was changed 
to O’Hara.  First, he served in the 34th Sikh Pioneers, the pioneer unit of the 3rd (Lahore) Division, which 
served on the Western Front in 1914.  

He was wounded four times with the Sikhs, but after convalescing, O’Hara joined the Middlesex Regiment in 
December 1915 and went back to France, arriving on Christmas Eve.  The following August O’Hara was 
wounded in action again.  He had over 70 wounds on his body, and the doctors were certainly quite sur-
prised.  He was awarded the Military Medal from the King himself for his actions in France. 

After convalescing again, In March 1917, O’Hara transferred to the 
Royal Flying Corps as a 2nd-class air mechanic (the basic rank for RFC 
men – equivalent to his rank of private in the Middlesex Regiment).  
He was soon undergoing flying training, though, and living in London 
at 25 Fitzroy Square, a boarding-house run by Jukicki Ikuine, another 
Japanese man living in London. In 1911 Ikuine and his English wife 
had run a boarding-house entirely populated by Japanese men 
(servants, cooks and waiters), so perhaps his properties were a 
standard place for Japanese men to board. 

O’Hara qualified as a pilot on 21 July 1917 at the London and Provin-
cial flying school in Edgeware, and was immediately promoted to Ser-
geant by the RFC.  It is not clear where he was stationed between 
then and March 1918, when he was posted from France to the No 1 
School of Military Aeronautics (in Reading), but at some point he be-
came engaged to Norfolk-born Muriel M McDonald. They married in 
Lewisham in September 1917. 

In 1918, Sergeant O’Hara went out to the front again to join No 1 
Squadron RFC/RAF. Quite what his commanders and comrades made 
of this Japanese man with an Irish name we will never know.  Given 
his proven bravery and obvious technical capability shown by gaining 

his flying certificate, it seems likely that his race held O’Hara back 
from becoming an officer. Nonetheless, the RFC and RAF accepted sergeant-pilots and O’Hara was able – 
again – to fight for Britain in France and Flanders. 

On 1 June 1918, O’Hara was again wounded and sent to hospital. This time he suffered a gun-shot wound in 
his jaw.  Two weeks later (after treatment in Boulogne) he was back in England and sent to Queen’s Hospital 
in Sidcup, which specialised in facial reconstructive surgery. He was granted a month’s furlough in both Sep-
tember 1918 and April 1919, effectively leaving the RAF during the latter before being discharged officially a 
year later. He was awarded a war pension of 19s 3d per week from November 1919. 

Sadly, the hospital records on O’Hara are incomplete, only covering a return visit to Sidcup in 1923-24 to 
have a new set of dentures fitted – presumably to replace those made after his injury in 1918.  The photos of 
his face don’t show the severe wounding experienced by other Sidcup patients (like HR Lumley), so it looks 
like he was one of the lucky ones among facial wounding victims. 

Harry O’Hara’s flying certificate photo 1917 
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Captured Thrice , Sunk Twice 

The Cambronne was sailing in the South Atlantic some 800 miles off the coast of Brazil when the Captain, 
Matthew Arsene, spied a great rigged sailing vessel closing on his port bow.   Nervous about German raiders, 
he steered the other way but the ship was still closing in.   With the light breeze it became obvious that the 
charging ship also had a motor. 

Two miles away, the German war ensign was raised and an order was given to stop and be boarded.  Captain 
Arsene was taken aboard the other vessel where he met its skipper. 

“I am Felix Graf von Luckner, Korvettenkapitän representing his Majesty Wilhelm II.  I do not intend to sink 
your ship, and you will be set free.”  Captain Arsene could not believe his luck, as he knew of many other 
ships that had been captured and were now on the bottom of the ocean. 

Luckner sent a boarding party to the Cambronne, and brought all the crew back as prisoners.  The boarding 
party then emptied the hold of nitrates, threw the extra sails and masts and spars overboard and sawed the 
tops off the masts. 

Aboard Luckner’s ship, the Seeadler, were the captured crews and passengers from the previous 11 ships that 
he had captured and sunk.  Nearly 300 prisoners were beginning to take too much time and supplies to keep 
fed and watered.  It was time to set them free.   

Having hobbled the ship, the prisoners were 
ferried over to the Cambronne.  Von Luckner 
looked over the captains he had conquered 
and picked the British captain of the Pinmore 
as the new skipper of the Cambronne.  He 
took down the French tricolor and raised the 
Union Jack.   Rio de Janeiro would normally 
have been a two-day sail, but with the masts 
hobbled, the voyage was made in nine days 

The Cambronne made it safe and sound and 
repairs were undertaken to fix the damage 
the Germans had inflicted.  It was at this 
point when news of Graf von Luckner and his 
campaign of bloodless privateering became 
known around the world. Captain Arsene was 
able to set sail under command of his vessel again and headed for France in April 1917. 

The Cambronne was back in service, but not for long.  Carrying another cargo of nitrates, it was stopped again 
by the German submarine UC-72 in July.  Boarded again some 200 miles from the French coast, the crew 
were given an opportunity to take to the whaleboat before the ship was scuttled and sunk. 

Captain Arsene made his way back to France and two months later found employ with a new shipping compa-
ny was given command of another barque, the Victorine and was armed with two cannons for defence. With-
in a month, the Victorine was attacked by U-89 in the Bay of Biscay, and came out on the short end in a two-
hour gunfight.   

Captain Arsene and his crew put into a whaleboat again, and watched his last ship slip beneath the waves the 
following day. 

Cambronne, seen from the Seeadler, with its masts hobbled. 
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A New Career for The Pass of Balmaha 

The Pass of Balmaha was a three-masted windjammer sailing vessel built in Scotland in 1888 for the Harris-
Irby Cotton Company of Boston.  En route with a 
cargo of cotton from New York to Archangelsk in 
Russia, she ran into trouble and put into Germany 
for some repairs.  Part of the repair required that 
they unload some of their cargo. 

When they left Germany for Russia, they were in-
tercepted by HMS Victorian off Norway in June 
1915 and boarded.  The British were suspicious 
that they were actually trading with the Germans, 
so they were arrested and the Royal Navy left a 
prize crew of one officer and six marines aboard 
and ordered her to the Orkney Islands for inspec-
tion. 

The British officer aboard the ship struck the Stars 
and Stripes and replaced it with the Union Jack, to 
the dismay of the crew of the Pass.  Shortly after, 
the ship was intercepted by U-36. The American 
Captain Scott, hid the British servicemen in the 
hold and put the American colors up but this did 
not satisfy the U-Boat captain who ordered the 
Pass to Cuxhaven for inspection, with a German 
officer aboard, and the British sailors locked in the 
hold below. 

This same day, U-36 sunk four other ships and was 
sunk itself by the Q-Ship HMS Prince Charles. 

Upon arrival in Germany, the British sailors were revealed and imprisoned, and the American sailors were 
given passage to a neutral country, for their co-operation.  The ship was taken by the German Navy and re-
named SMS Seeadler (Sea Eagle). 

The Seeadler was outfitted with an auxiliary engine that let it move quickly at 12 knots, two 105mm guns, 
machine guns and a hand-picked crew that could speak Norwegian.   

On 21 Dec 1916, it sailed through the English North Sea blockade disguised as a Norwegian wood carrier and 
went out to the open Atlantic Ocean.   Under the command of Felix Graf von Luckner, the Seeadler was about 
to embark on a fourteen-month mission across two oceans.  The interesting aspect of his command is that he 
sunk 14 ships without the loss of any life. 

The crew captured and sunk five ships before capturing the British barque Pinmore.  Von Luckner sailed 
aboard Pinmore as a young man. They sailed the Pinmore into Rio de la Plata for supplies before they sunk 
that one too.   

Continuing south in the Atlantic a further five ships were captured and sunk before seizing the French 
barque, Cambronne.  Nearly 300 prisoners were transferred to the Cambronne and it was sent on its way 
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Armistice Day and the Unknowns 

Armistice Day was intended as a commemoration of the end — at the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th 
month of 1918 — of an awful war that over four years had cruelly erased the lives of a generation of the 
world’s youth. After the Second World War, its name was changed to Remembrance Day across much of the 
Commonwealth.  The United States changed it to Veteran’s Day in 1954. 

Though the Treaty of Versailles was signed on June 28, 1919, November 11 remained in the public imagina-
tion as the date that marked the end of the Great War. The first Armistice Day was held at Buckingham Pal-
ace, commencing with King George V hosting a "Banquet in Honour of The President of the French Republic" 
during the evening hours of 10 November 1919. The first official Armistice Day events were subsequently 
held in the grounds of Buckingham Palace on the morning of 11 November 1919. This would set the trend for 
a day of Remembrance for decades to come.  President Woodrow Wilson similarly declared the day as Armi-
stice Day, and it became a national US holiday in 1938. 

On November 11, 1920, an unknown warrior was brought back from France and laid to rest at Westminster 
Abbey in London.  In January, 1921 an Unknown French soldier was interred at the base of the Arc de Tri-
omphe in Paris. On November 11, 1921, an unidentified American soldier killed in the war was buried at Ar-
lington National Cemetery in Washington.  Unknown soldiers have been repatriated from France to Australia 
(1993), Canada (2000), New Zealand (2004) and many other countries around the world. 

Nearly a quarter of the 780,000 burials recorded by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission are “Known 
only unto God”.  A further 340,000 deaths have no known grave.  The numbers for the other combatants, not 
in the Commonwealth, will be similar. 

This Armistice Day, Remembrance Day or Veteran’s Day, spare a thought for the half a million warriors who 
are not commemorated by a headstone anywhere—an Unknown Soldier still unknown. 

while Seeadler continued to sail south around Cape Horn. 

Coming into the Pacific Ocean, ships were harder to find, but now that the US had 
entered the war, another country’s vessels were fair game.  Only three more ves-
sels fell prey to the Seeadler as it made its way across the Pacific before it met its 
ignoble end in French Polynesia when it was tossed against a reef by an earthquake
-induced tsunami.   

Von Luckner retrieved one of the ship’s boats and intended to sail to Fiji, seize an-
other sailing vessel and return for the rest of his crew.  They were captured, howev-
er, and held as prisoners of war in Auckland for the duration.  The rest of the crew, 
upon learning of von Lucker’s capture, set sail on a small captured French vessel 
but ran aground on the Easter Islands and then were captured and interned by the 
Chileans. 

Graf von Lucker did make an escape from his prison and set forth in a captured 
scow, but the New Zealand Navy was waiting for him when he arrived at his destina-
tion, having successfully guessed where he was headed.  The recapture is shown on the front page of this 
issue. His adventures were highlighted in a 39-episode French/German TV serial in the early 1970s. 

Felix Graf von Luckner 



20 

20 

The Listening Post Issue 64-Fall 2015 

And You? 

Austrian poster promoting war loans from the Creditanstalt Bank in Vienna 


