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Who? What? Where? How? 

    

What BC born Brigadier 
won a VC in Iraq? 

See page 9 

What happened to the 
Lost Villages of France ? 

See page 6 

Where will you find the 
remains of U-31 ? 

See page  19 

How is the iron harvest-
ed in the Ypres region? 

See Page 16 

Charge of the 9th Lancers 7 Sept 1914 by Richard Caton 
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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. It was in mid-summer 2010 
that I wrote my first “Message from the Chair” for our 
Listening Post. I had become the third Chair of the 
Branch, after founder Jack Patten and then Sidney Al-
linson.  

I have now decided to resign as Chair and will not be 
able to attend the Annual Seminar and AGM in March. 
Vice Chair Doug Slowski and Treasurer Gavin Cooper 
will run the affairs of the Branch until the Seminar be-
gins on Friday the 4th.  

As Doug will also not be at this year's seminar, John 
Azar has stepped up to assist Gavin with Victoria logis-
tics and John will chair the seminar sessions on Satur-
day. During the AGM, the Executive will be selected. 
John has indicated that he will allow his name to be 
put forward for the role of Branch Chair.  

It is important that each Branch member consider 
whether the role of Chair (or indeed any Executive po-
sition) would be of interest to you and, if so, to put 
your name or that of your chum forward to the Execu-
tive.  

I am confident that the Executive will recruit a most 
satisfactory person to serve as our fourth Chair and fill 
my humble footsteps.  

Editor Rob Forbes has collected some good articles 
again for Listening Post Issue 65, although some can-
not be taken simply as read. Was Michael O’Leary an 
Irishman or a  Canadian? Both countries seem to claim 
him as a Victoria Cross recipient. He did spend some 
time in Canada before and after the Great War, but 
was with the Irish Guards of the BEF when cited for the 
VC.  

And noted historian Norm Christie’s campaign to find 
unknown graves near Vimy, France has generated 
questions from some amateur forensic archaeologists. 
Is Norm going to dig in the right place, assuming he 
raises the hundred grand to do so?  

I want to thank all the folks I have worked with over 
the last five and a half years, and applaud you. You 
have all helped to continue the Branch’s aim to raise 

awareness of the continuing importance of history 
and the relevance of the Great War in the 20th 
Century. Have a splendid 2016 Seminar and I hope 
to see you in 2017!!  

Sincerely, Peter Broznitsky 

mailto:wfa@prfconsulting.com
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The 2016 Seminar 

Fri Mar 4—Sun Mar 6 

The Officers’ Mess, Canadian Scottish Regiment, Bay Street Armoury, Victoria, BC 

FRIDAY, MARCH 4TH –  EVENING  

18:00 – 21:30  Check-in, Social Gathering, and Silent Auction/Show and Tell Setup  

SATURDAY, MARCH 5TH –  DAY  

08:45 – 09:00  Check-in (Coffee and donuts served)  

09:00 – 09:50  1916, by John Azar  

10:00 – 10:50  The Birth of Modern Intelligence, by Dr. John Ferris  

11:00 – 11:50  Admirals Jellicoe and Beatty at Jutland and After, by Dr. Barry Gough  

12:00 – 12:59  Lunch (Mess Dining Room), Silent Auction bidding  

13:00 – 13:50  Britain's Pals Battalions: Community Disasters and the Road to Conscription, 1916, by Dr. 
James Wood  

14:00 – 14:50 Service Corps and Supply Trains, by Ted Leaker  

14:50 – 14:59  Coffee Break  

15:00 – 16:00  Annual General Meeting: Welcome by Branch Chairman. Presentation of Executive Reports. 
Nomination and election of Executive committee members for 2016 – 2017. New Member 
Introductions.  

16:00 – 16:30  Socializing, Silent Auction bidding, and membership renewal  

SATURDAY, MARCH 5TH –  EVENING  

18:00 – 20:30 Mess Dinner (Jackets and ties or mess-kit for gentlemen, suits or dresses for ladies)   
Keynote Speaker: The 100th Anniversary of the Bay Street Armoury,  
by Lt. Col. Stephen Sawyer, CO, Canadian Scottish Regiment (Princess Mary's)  

20:30 – ???? Socializing in mess bar, Silent Auction payment and pickup  

SUNDAY, MARCH 6TH –  MORNING  

08:45 – 9:00  Coffee and donuts served  

09:00 – 9:50  The Great War Tank, by Rollie Keith  

09:55 –10:45  Canadians on the Somme, by Ted Leaker  

10:50 –11:40  Still Bravely Singing: Birds of the Western Front, by Alan MacLeod  
 Roses of Picardy, by Susan Neeson  
 Saanich Remembers The First World War Project, by Caroline Duncan  

11:45 –12:00  Members’ general discussion, suggestions and farewells  

Schedule is Subject to Change 

Please contact  Gavin Cooper, treasurer with for your registration: gcooper@wfapacificcoast.org   

 

mailto:gcooper@wfapacificcoast.org
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Pigeon Cam 

Julius Neubronner, a German pharmacist, used homing pigeons 
to collect prescriptions and deliver the required medications, 
the lighter items only, to a local sanatorium.  Bemused by the 
delay of a month in the return of one of his pigeons, he decided 
to equip the bird with a lightweight camera of his own design in 
order to discover what the bird had been doing. 

Equipped with he new contraption, the pigeon was released 
around 60 miles from his home loft, and a pneumatic timer op-
erated  the shutter after a pre-set interval.  Neubronner’s 
efforts to secure a patent were eventually rewarded in 1908 
after convincing skeptical authorities that the two ounce cam-
era would work.  The outbreak of the war saw all his pigeons 
and equipment, including twin-lens and stereoscopic devices, 
commandeered by the military. 

Reconnaissance by pigeon was not a success, so the birds re-
verted to their role as messengers.  Reports suggested that a 
number of pigeons were captured by starving soldiers. 

 

Aerial view of the Schlosshottel Kronberg in Hesse, Germany in 1907, from a Pigeon 
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Bay Street Armouries—100 Years Old 

In November, the Lieutenant Governor of 
BC inspected the troops at the Bay Street 
Armouries.  The local TV station, CHEK 
news broadcast the story of the day, 
which you can see at www.cheknews.ca/
victorias-bay-street-armoury-celebrates-
a-century-123306/ 

A New Monument for Washington DC 

The U.S. World War I Centennial Commission an-
nounced that "The Weight of Sacrifice" is the win-
ning design for the National World War I Memori-
al in Washington, DC. 

The fall sun settles on a soldier's etched features, 
enough to alight the small girl patting his horse. 
Above him 28 trees rise up from the earth, flamed 
out in brazen red to mark the end of the Great 
War. He stands on the precipice of the battlefield, 
surveying the rising tide which has come to call 
his brothers from their havens of innocence. The 
figures before him emerge slowly, at first in low 
relief, and then pull further out of the morass as 
they cross the center of the wall. They all trudge 

onward, occasionally looking back at the life that was until they sink back in and down into the trenches. 

This is a moment frozen in time, captured in the darkened bronze form which has emerged from the soil to 
serve as a reminder of our actions. Along the North and South faces we see the emblazoned words of a gen-
eration gone by. 137 feet long, these walls gradually slip into the earth drawing their wisdom with them. 
Around the sculpted faces of the monument the remembrance unfolds. Each cubic foot of the memorial rep-
resents an American soldier lost in the war; 116,516 in all. Upon this unified mass spreads a verdant lawn. 
This is a space for freedom built upon the great weight of sacrifice. 

These themes are expressed through three sources: relief sculpture, quotations of soldiers, and a freestand-
ing sculpture. The figurative relief sculpture, entitled “The Wall of Remembrance,” is a solemn tribute to the 
resilience of human bonds against the inexorable tide of war. 

http://www.cheknews.ca/victorias-bay-street-armoury-celebrates-a-century-123306/
http://www.cheknews.ca/victorias-bay-street-armoury-celebrates-a-century-123306/
http://www.cheknews.ca/victorias-bay-street-armoury-celebrates-a-century-123306/
http://www.cheknews.ca/victorias-bay-street-armoury-celebrates-a-century-123306/
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The Real No-Go Zone in France 

When you imagine France and its scenic countryside, you might think of the picturesque villages, vineyards a 
plenty and endless rolling green hills to drive through on a blissful summer road trip. But there’s one corner 
of this scenic country that no one has been allowed to enter for nearly a century, known as the “Zone 
Rouge” (the red zone). 

The forsaken territory, originally covering more than 1,200 square kilometres (460 sq. miles) in the years fol-
lowing the Great War. Is  today around 100km2 (roughly the size of Paris), is still strictly prohibited by law 
from public entry and agricultural use because of an impossible amount of human remains and unexploded 
chemical munitions yet to be recovered from the battlefields of both world wars. 

After WWI, unable to keep up with the impossible task of removing endless undetonated weapons, human 
and animal remains, the French government decided on a forced relocation of residents which led to the cre-
ation of the Zone Rouge. Entire villages wiped off the map were considered “casualties of war”. Once mani-
cured farmland was abandoned, and without human presence, soon became unrecognizable thick forestland. 

For decades however, much of this deceivingly lush forestland was still regularly used by forest keepers and 
hunters until 2004, when German researchers found extremely dangerous levels of up to 17% arsenic in the 
soil, tens of thousand times higher than levels typically found previously within the red zones. 

The water in the area was found to contain toxic levels of arsenic that were 300 times above the tolerated 
amount and abnormally high lead levels were recorded in some animals, particularly in the livers of hunted 
wild boars. 

The nearby residents, forest keepers and hunters of the area, like the ones who built the abandoned hut 
(pictured above) to have lunch and store their prey in, were never subject to any medical study. Authorities 
finally prohibited public access to the site in 2012, known locally now as “Place-à-Gaz”. 

The French government actually formed a special agency dedicated entirely to the ongoing munitions clear-
ing, called the Department du Deminage. Over time they’ve managed to reduce the size of the red zone and 

return less affected zones to civilian 
and agricultural use. Unfortunately, 
in several cases, this was done 
much too prematurely… 

Until the mid 1970s, much of the 
“clean-up” was only done superfi-
cially, destroying hundreds of thou-
sands of unexplored WWI chemical 
bombs without considering the 
leaks and contamination to the soil 
and water.  Alarming amounts of 
lead debris scattered by shrapnel 
were also left in place, contami-
nating the soil with non biodegrada-
ble lead, mercury and zinc likely to 
remain for at least 10,000 years to 
come. 

Map of the Red Zones from 1921 
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After WWI, in a rush to convert ar-
eas for the growth of crops or live-
stock, the first industrial pig farm 
was established as early as 1929 
near the site of the Battle of Ver-
dun, the longest sustained conflict 
of World War I, lasting 300 days 
and costing more than 300,000 
French and German lives. The 25 
hectare pig farm was riddled with 
shell holes after the chemical treat-
ment of the soil. 

Farmers in less dangerous re-
populated “yellow” and “blue 
zones”, still hit shells every year, 

exploding their tractors and narrow-
ly escaping death by the remains of a hundred year old war. In Verdun, there are road signs to indicate a 
dumping grounds for farmers to leave the shells they’ve plowed up on their land to be collected by authori-
ties. They call it the “iron harvest”, in which nearly 900 tons of unexploded munitions are recovered each 
year by Belgian and French farmers after ploughing their fields. 

Crops from these areas should be continuously monitored by the French and European government but 
there is some doubt as to whether this is actually being done enough or even at all. 

More than a century later, there are still large quarantined parts of 
the red zone where 99% of plant and animal species perish.. Clear-
ing the red zone is an extremely dangerous job, and fatal casualties 
from gas shells are not uncommon amongst munitions removers. 
Authorities estimate that if they continue working at the current 
rate, it could take anywhere from 300 to 700 years to complete  
Other experts believe the Zone Rouge will never be fully cleared of 
its unexploded munitions. 

North of Verdun, in the ghost villages that “died for France” and 
were never rebuilt, discovery trails and memorial sites have been 
opened to the public around the red zones. Locals also keep them-
selves busy with their own impressive private museums of war re-
mains they’ve collected over the years in the area, lending pieces to 
local tourist museums. 

The Red Zone is still very much off limits, an area of untold dangers 
to its surroundings. In 2012, it was announced that the consumption 
of drinking water was banned in 544 municipalities in the area due 
to excessive levels of perchlorate, used in the manufacturing of 
rockets and ammunition. Each of those municipalities affected by 
the ban correspond exactly to the locations of old front lines of ma-
jor WWI and II battlefields.   

Douamont, Destroyed Village 

Here stood the Church 
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The Victoria Cross 

Since its inception, the same jewellers - Hancocks of London, have made the Victoria Cross.  However, H.H. 
Armstead is attributed with the design of the Cross, being formally approved by Queen Victoria. 

The cross and suspender are cast in the bronze taken from two Chinese cannons captured from the Russians 
at the last great battle of the Crimean War, the siege of Sebastopol of 1854-55.  The different components of 
the Cross are then chased and finished by hand, a chemical treatment being used to achieve the dark brown 
finish with on the shade varying on some specimens. 

The obverse of the medal features the Royal Crown surmounted by a lion under which is a ribbon bearing the 
inscription "for Valour". The recipient's name, rank number and regiment are featured on the reverse of the 
suspender bar with the date of the act of bravery inscribed in the middle of the medals' reverse. 

The Cross itself hangs from a bar of laurel leaves which supports the letter "V" and the whole is suspended 
from a ribbon.  The Victoria Crosses accompanying ribbons were originally blue for the Royal Navy and red 
for the Army, but after the formation of the Royal Air Force on 1st April 1918, it was decided that all medals 
would be issued with the red ribbon. 

When the ribbon is worn alone, a miniature of the Cross is pinned on it, a bar being indicated by a second 
miniature worn beside the . 

The metal used to forge the Victoria Cross rarely sees the light 
of day, it being secured in vaults and tended  by 15 Regiment 
Royal Logistic Corps in Donnington.  The remaining bronze, 
weighing 358 ounces, is all that is left of the cascabels taken 
from the two captured cannons, enough for the production of a 
further 80 crosses. 

It was not until 1920 that an official amendment was made allowing the 
VC to be awarded posthumously.  It had been decided from the Cross's origi-
nal conception that the award would not be given if the potential recipient 
was killed, or where he died shortly afterwards.  In those circumstances, an 
announcement was made in the London Gazette declaring that had the per-
son survived, he would have been recommended for the award. 

In 1900, an award was made to an F. Roberts who died 24 hours after his heroic deed, this was followed 
two years later by a further six similar incidences.  As a result, the earlier cases of man's recorded bravery, 
which would ordinarily have resulted in his receiving the award if not for his demise, resulted in a retrospec-
tive award. 

An expulsion clause permitted the erasure of a recipient's name from the official register in certain wholly 
discreditable circumstances, with the cancellation of the pension, there being eight recorded incidences of 
forfeiture.  King George V felt very strongly that this should never happen.  His views were forcibly expressed 
in a letter: 

The King feels so strongly that, no matter the crime committed by anyone on whom the VC has been con-
ferred, the decoration should not be forfeited.  Even were a VC to be sentenced to be hanged for murder, he 
should be allowed to wear his VC on the scaffold. 
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Victoria Born —Indian VC Winner 

John Sinton was born in Victoria, British Columbia, on December 2, 
1884, to parents who had emigrated to Canada from Ireland. His 
family returned to Ulster in 1890 when Sinton was still a young boy. 
Sinton went on to study medicine at Queen's University, Belfast, 
where he graduated with honours in 1908 before earning additional 
degrees at the University of Cambridge and the University of Liver-
pool.  

He joined the Indian Medical Service in 1911, being appointed medi-
cal officer to the 31st Bengal Lancers, and was on active service at 
the North West Frontier when the First World War broke out in 
1914. As part of the Mesopotamian Expedition Force he soon found 
his skills in treating tropical diseases in great demand as it was ill-

ness, rather than the Turks or rebel Arabs, which was claiming the most lives among his men. 

But on January 21, 1916, he found himself - not for the first time as three previous occasions when he 
showed tremendous courage are mentioned on his medal citation - at the sharp end at Orah Ruins, Mesopo-
tamia (modern day Iraq). Captain Sinton, then 31, was attending the wounded under heavy fire when he was 
himself hit a number of times. Despite being shot in both arms and through the side he refused to go to hos-
pital but remained in the firing line to treat others until nightfall. The citation reads: 

"For most conspicuous bravery and devotion to duty. Although shot through both arms and through 
the side, he refused to go to hospital, and remained as long as daylight lasted, attending to his duties 
under very heavy fire. In three previous actions Captain Sinton displayed the utmost bravery." 

- Victoria Cross citation, The London Gazette, June 21, 1916 

He was mentioned in despatch-
es a further four times before 
the war's end and again twice 
more for actions in Afghanistan 
and Waziristan on his return to 
India. He later achieved the rank 
of Brigadier (1943), and was 
awarded the Russian Order of St 
George . In 1921 he transferred 
from the military to the civil 
branch of the IMS which he con-
tinued to serve with until 1936. 

Dr. Sinton died at his home in 
Cookstown, Northern Ireland, 
on March 25, 1956, and was 
buried there with full military 
honours at Claggan Presbyterian 
cemetery. 

Captain Sinton tending to the wounded at the Orah Ruins in the Battle of Hanna. 
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The Largest WW1 Excavation 

Tom Rowley, Special Correspondent for the London Telegraph 

In Flanders fields, dozens of men are digging trenches. From dawn to sunset, they force their shovels through 
the soil, even when the temperature plunges below freezing. When it rains, their clothes cling to their bodies. 
They were told it would be over by Christmas; now, they are not so sure.  This is present-day Belgium, and 
the men are archaeologists, not soldiers – but in one regard their experiences are not so far removed from 
those of their forebears a century ago. The foes of the Great War have long been reconciled, but the weather 
is as harsh as ever.  

“The cold is not the problem, it’s the 
rain,” says Simon Verdegem, one of the 
30 archaeologists excavating land 
touched by only a plough for decades. “By 
the end of the day, our shoes are full of 
mud and we can’t walk straight because 
we slip all the time. And, this time, no-
body’s firing at us. The first thing I do 
when I get home is take a shower and 
hang my clothes up by the fire. But they 
didn’t have the chance. They had to stay 
in a water-filled trench. I know how we 
feel after a day out here in the rain – 
we’re just miserable – and I can’t imagine 
it.” If only that were so easy. For decades 
now, Flanders farmers have turned up a 

deadly harvest of unexploded bombs, shells and grenades. They all know the bomb squad’s phone number, 
and some have reinforced their tractors against explosion.  

Yet archaeologists rarely get the chance to mine this rich seam of history. Under European Union regulations, 
they can only excavate these fields when there is an external threat to the artefacts buried beneath, such as 
a housing development.  

Which is why Verdegem is so excited by this latest dig, the largest-ever excavation of First World War battle-
fields. Next year, Fluxys, a Belgian energy company, will lay a new £120 million gas pipeline across the coun-
try, snaking through 18 miles of land that formed the frontline for four years, as both sides inched from Ypres 
to Passchendaele then back to Ypres – each time, shuffling just far enough to bury their dead.  

Before the pipeline can be laid, archaeologists must sweep its entire length to unearth anything of historical 
value, presenting a unique opportunity to uncover the past. They have been at work since July 2014 and 
were scheduled to finish by Christmas, but have found so much that they are likely to continue digging for 
some time.  The pipeline is scheduled to continue through past Langemarck-Poelkapelle in 2016.  

But before any digging, the bomb disposal teams must do their work. Sweeping the surface with magnetome-
ters, they pinpoint munitions and then dig them up by hand, to be collected each day by the Belgian Army. So 
far, they have found 4,000 munitions: bullets, artillery shells and bombs dropped by planes or balloons.  

When we visit, they have just unearthed a 15.5cm German shell. It is fused and still dangerous, and lies un-
touched beside their digger’s metal shunt.  

Simon Verdagem exposing the floorboards of a French trench 
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“Not a day goes by when we don’t find 
something,” says David Moutter, a 49-
year-old originally from Newcastle. “A 
few weeks ago, we discovered 16 Ger-
man grenades in one small hole. We 
handle the bombs like babies.”  

Moutter has always been fascinated by 
the war: his great uncle, Abraham Acton, 
was awarded the Victoria Cross a hun-
dred years ago next month for rescuing 
a wounded soldier who had lain exposed 
to the enemy’s trenches for more than 
two days. Later that day, he rescued an-
other wounded man. While he carried 
them both to safety, he was under fire 
for an hour.  

Once the bombs are removed, the ar-
chaeology can begin. First, the team studies trench maps and aerial photos to locate areas where they might 
expect to make finds before digging sample trenches. If they unearth anything interesting, they open up the 
surrounding area for excavation.  

In the trenches, they first dig up the topsoil with a mechanical digger before using a trowel for fine work. 
Every day, they find new artefacts: buttons, badges, uniforms, boots, empty bottles, trench art and, of 
course, hundreds of weapons.  

At one firing post, they discovered a children’s chair – used by a German soldier to rest as he sat for hours 
aiming at the enemy lines, but small enough that his head would still be protected by the earthworks above.  

They number every find and take a picture before bagging it up. They are hoping the Belgian government will 
donate the finds to a museum and form a new collection that would offer a remarkable insight into life on 
the frontline.  

“We thought we knew everything about the war, but we still find things that surprise us,” says Sam de Deck-
er, an archaeologist with the Flemish heritage agency. The dig, he says, has illuminated the true chaos of the 
Battle of Passchendaele, turning up impromptu firing posts that were often abandoned after only a day or 
two.   He was also surprised to discover well-preserved Roman remains just 10 metres in front of the German 
lines, indicating that the British artillery barrage was remarkably accurate.  

Verdegem agrees that “even the smallest difference [with historical accounts] can be exciting”. The dig has 
shown that by 1917 the trench system was largely ineffective because the ground had been so weakened by 
three years of fighting. So soldiers were forced to improvise by connecting shell holes to one another.  

“We found a shoe with a foot but nothing else,” he goes on. “Most touching is every time we find a soldier.”  

They have found four so far – the latest, last week, was a French soldier found exactly a hundred years after 
he died, in the first Battle of Ypres. Archaeologists hope they might be able to identify the remains from the 
soldier’s uniform.  Some might think this exhumation a little distasteful, but it allows the men to be given a 
ceremonial burial: a dignified ceremony after a hasty end. Anthropologists may even test their DNA to trace 
their descendants and fly them over. “I always think that’s one more who gets a decent grave,” says Verde-
gem, “one less man left missing.” 

A line of  unearthed shells await the bomb disposal squad. 
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Bravery in Colour 

While all Canadians were equally caught up in the patriotism of the early part of the war and the opportuni-
ties offered by military service, black Canadians had difficulty enlisting due to the racism of the era. Although 
there was no official or explicitly stated policy of exclusion, the Canadian military left recruitment decisions to 
the discretion of individual commanding officers. Black Canadian volunteers along with those from other mi-
nority groups were left to enlist in whichever regiments would accept them.  

On July 5, 1916, the No. 2 Construction Battalion was formed in Pictou, Nova Scotia—the first large Black mili-
tary unit in Canadian history. Recruitment took place across the country and more than 600 men were even-
tually accepted, most from Nova Scotia, with others coming from New Brunswick, Ontario, the West and 
even some from the United States.  

After initial service in Canada, the battalion boarded the SS Southland bound for Liverpool, England in March 
1917. Its members were sent to eastern France later in 1917 where they served honourably with the Canadi-
an Forestry Corps. There they helped provide the lumber required to maintain trenches on the front lines, as 
well as helped construct roads and railways.  

The Black Battalion’s chaplain was Reverend William White, who had also played a lead-
ing role getting the unit formed. He was given the rank of Honourary Captain—one of 
the few Black commissioned officers to serve in the Canadian Army during the war.  

After the end of the First World War in November 1918, the men sailed to Halifax in 
early 1919 to return to civilian life and the unit was officially disbanded in 1920. 

In addition to the men of the Black Battalion, an estimated 2,000 Black Canadians, such 
as Jeremiah Jones and Curly Christian, were determined to get to the front lines and 
managed to join regular units, going on to give distinguished service that earned some 
of them medals for bravery.  

Men of No.2 Construction Battalion 

Captain William White 

No. 2 Construction Battalion 
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Among those black Canadians who volunteered and served 
was Jeremiah “Jerry” Jones, a Nova Scotian soldier who enlisted with 
the 106th Battalion (Nova Scotia Rifles) in June 1916. Born in East 
Mountain, Nova Scotia on March 30, 1858, Jones was over 50 years 
old when he enlisted and lied about his age in order to join the army. 
Jones was sent overseas, where he transferred to the Royal Canadian 
Regiment and saw combat on the front lines in France, including the 
Battle of Vimy Ridge in April 1917. During the battle, with his unit 
pinned down by machine gun fire, Jones moved forward alone to 
attack the German gun emplacement. He reached the machine gun 
nest and threw a grenade that killed several German soldiers. The 
survivors surrendered to Jones, who had them carry the machine gun 
back to the Canadian lines and present it to his commanding officer.  

It is reported that Jones was recommended for a Distinguished Con-
duct Medal for his actions, though no record exists to show that he 
ever received the medal.  

Jones was injured at the Battle of Vimy Ridge and again at the Battle 
of Passchendaele. He was formally discharged in Halifax in early 1918 
after being found medically unfit. He died in November 1950. Jeremi-
ah Jones was posthumously awarded the Canadian Forces Medallion 
for Distinguished Service on February 22, 2010.  

Ethelbert “Curley” Christian was one of Canada’s best known black 
soldiers in World War I. He was born in Homestead, Penn., left 
school at 15 in 1884, became a chain-maker, and eventually 
settled in Selkirk, Man. That’s where he enlisted in November 
1915, with the 108th Battalion. Once he was overseas he was 
transferred to the 78th Battalion, the Winnipeg Grenadiers.   

During the Battle of Vimy Ridge on April 9, 1917, a high-
explosive shell crashed down and buried Christian in a trench. All 
his limbs were crushed by the dirt and he was trapped on the 
battlefield for two days. After he was found, two stretcher-
bearers carrying him to safety were struck dead by enemy fire. 

Christian made it to a military hospital in France but things didn’t 
look good — gangrene had settled into his limbs and he was de-
scribed as “dangerously ill.” (Soldiers in the trenches were prone 
to gangrene, which they contracted when contaminated soil got 
into their open wounds.) He was shipped to the Bethnal Green 
Military Hospital in London. First his forearms were amputated: 
his left at five inches below the elbow, his right at four inches. 
About two weeks later, both legs were amputated five inches 
below the knee. He was thought to be the only Canadian soldier 
to lose all four limbs in the war and survive. 

 

Jeremiah “Jerry” Jones 

Curley Christian 

http://central.bac-lac.gc.ca/.item/?op=pdf&app=CEF&id=4944-07
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The Race is On 

Matthew Fisher, Postmedia News 

A race is on to try to locate and identify the remains of 48 Canadians soldiers whose bodies were inadvertent-
ly buried and subsequently forgotten 97 years ago during the battle for Vimy Ridge. There is urgency to the 
hunt because the potato field where the Canadians were believed to have fallen fighting the Germans from 
April 9, 1917, is to soon be transformed into a building site for several small factories by the regional munici-
pality of Arras to try to alleviate unemployment in what is a severely economically depressed part of north-
ern France. 

Norm Christie, author of more than 20 books on Canada’s warriors in Europe, is convinced that the bodies of 
soldiers of the 16th Battalion, 3rd Brigade, the 1st Canadian Army Division — usually called the Canadian 
Scottish — lie about 20 metres deep in rich soil a couple of kilometres from the famous ridge. 

“A Canadian Corps burial officer was to 
have arranged to have somebody bring 
them in, but for some reason they 
weren’t,” was what Christie concluded 
after poring over war graves record and 
official military accounts of the day. 
Some of those thought to be lying in 
the field were to have been taken to 
the nearby 9 Elms Cemetery. “Their 
crosses are there, but their bodies 
aren’t,” said the 58-year-old Ottawan, 
who worked for years for the Common-
wealth War Graves Commission in Eng-
land and France. 

Examining a map with scribbled co-
ordinates of the location of the battle, 
which was never given a name, Christie 
pointed to a field near a major highway 

that runs next to Neuville-St-Vaast. Give or take 30 metres or so, he reckoned that this was probably where 
the soldiers, who were from British Columbia, Manitoba and Ontario, lie.  

“You figure this out by looking for statistical anomalies,” he said. “All graves are registered and these ones 
weren’t, so these soldiers were never accounted for” in several Canadian cemeteries in the vicinity, including 
one about 500 metres away known as Zivy Crater where 48 Canadians were buried together. 

The goal at Neuville-St-Vaast is to locate the missing, have them identified through DNA analysis and then be 
given a proper military burial in a new cemetery or in one of the many other Canadian cemeteries in the vi-
cinity.  When told where Christie’s research had led him, a farmer tilling the soil with a tractor in an adjacent 
field said it was quite possible that Canadians were buried in the area who had never been accounted for, 
although it was the first time he had heard of it. 

“We find unexploded shells all the time because this was a very dangerous place back then, so why not bod-
ies, too?” he said. 

Norm Christie 
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Christie was inspired by the dogged, literally groundbreaking research of a retired Australian school teacher 
and amateur historian who noticed in 2002 that there were differences between the number of unknown 
Australian soldiers buried 
and the lists of the missing 
where a battle had taken 
place at Pheasant Wood 
between the Germans and 
Australian and British 
troops in the summer of 
1916. The mass grave of 
250 Australians and Brit-
ons was finally discovered 
with the help of aerial re-
connaissance in 2008, 
causing a minor sensation 
back in Australia. 

Two years later, Australia 
and Britain built the first 
new Commonwealth War 
Graves Commission ceme-
tery in half a century at 
Pheasant Wood. 

The casualty figures from 
the First World War, 
which involved insidious trench warfare and poison gas and, for the first time, tanks and war planes, remain 
numbing to read today. On the allied side, more than 5.5 million died and nearly 13 million were wounded. 

An engineer by training, Christie reckoned that a dig to exhume the remains of the Canadians near Neuville-
St-Vaast would cost about $100,000. He guessed the most likely way to fund the project would be to “find a 
philanthropist” or to raise money with the help of the Canadian Scottish Regiment, which is now a militia 
unit on Vancouver Island. 

“It would entail a sub-surface examination using ultra sound and other types of underground radar to try to 
find enough gaps, if you like, to plot the underground strata here at about 20 feet,” he said. “That would give 
you a logical idea of where to start your dig.” 

However, before trying to locate and recover the bodies, it is necessary to do a more thorough “paper search 
in archives,” he said. “But from what we have so far, it is pretty definite that there are at least 44 men of the 
Canadian war buried here, all killed April 9, 1917. All the paperwork points to that.” 

While it is true that those 44 men were only a small part of the force of four Canadian divisions that attacked 
that day, recovering them is not only important to honour all those who fell in France and Belgium 100 years 
ago, Christie said. This particular battlefield, “is one of the most important in Canadian history” because it 
played a part “in the capture of Vimy Ridge,” he said. 

Fifty-three Canadians who fought in 1917 at the battle for Vimy Ridge are known to be buried in a 
mass grave at the Zivy Crater Military Cemetery in northern France. But the bodies of at least 48 
Canadians whose bodies were not properly recorded are believed to be buried together in a 
farmer’s field about 500 metres from this spot. 
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 The Ypres Iron Harvest 

Allan Hall, Mail Online 

The guns fell silent long ago.  But the tranquil beet, wheat and potato fields of Flanders still harbour the 
whizz-bangs, toffee apples, moaning minnies, Jack Joneses and a terrible plethora of other devices given joc-
ular names by the troops who suffered grievously under their downfall.  An estimated 300 million of the bil-
lion projectiles the British and the Germans hurled at each other in the immortal salient were duds, and 
most of them have not been recovered.   

In 2013 close to 160 tonnes of them were unearthed from the below-sea-level soil around Ypres - from bul-
lets to stick grenades to colossal 15 inch naval gun shells capable of tearing down an entire city block.  This is 
the equivalent of five fully-loaded . 

The DOVO squad (Belgian Explosive removal team) is charged with collecting and destroying these lethal rel-
ics from the war.  The iron harvest continues to kill and maim.  Over 20 members of the bomb squad have 
died since the unit was formed in 1919, four of those in 1986 when a massive German mortar blew up after 
it was transported to the unit's depot in fields near the sleepy hamlet of Poelkappele. 

Ten years ago, two teenagers who took a blowtorch to a British 6lb high explosive shell in a bid to tear off 
the brass driving band - fitted to make the projectile spin through the air and traditionally collected by locals 
to turn into trinkets and jewellery - were blown to smithereens.  There is at least one fatality a year, many 
more injuries, when shells fired nearly a century ago suddenly decide to end their long hibernation and deto-
nate.  Even the DOVO men, who work in teams of three, have suffered burns from mustard and phosgene 
gas shells that were split open and leaking their caustic contents.   

'We fear no danger but we don't go in for heroics,' said Onderluitenant Dirk Gunst, whose HQ is testament 
to the numerous fiendish ways the warring parties of the 'Great War' developed to kill one another.  The 
shells, fuses, grenades, mines, mortars, bullets and blocks of ammonal explosive and TNT left behind by the 
titanic armies which fought around Ypres become more unstable with each passing day.   

Some 70 men of the DOVO unit hold the line against these rotting weapons of total war as firmly as the men 
who fired them held their own ground at 
places whose names made the world hold 
its breath.  'We have a system in place 
with the police and the fire brigade,' said 
Dirk, 40, who has served with the Belgian 
army in Laos dismantling the ordnance left 
behind by the Americans in their lost war 
against Vietnam. 

'Outcalls are prioritized as urgent - say 
shells found near a school or a busy cross-
roads - or those churned out by a farmer 
and left lying at the edge of a lonely field 
which don't require such immediate atten-
tion. 

'All these,' he said, waving his arm at the 
serried ranks of defused devices large and Onderluitenant Dirk Gunst with two of the biggest bombs recovered. 
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small which stand like iron sentinels in the unit's lecture 
room, 'are our learning tools.  We can tell a high explosive 
from a white phosphorous shell - usually.  But even we get 
caught out.' 

Suddenly his lecture is interrupted by a phone call. Thirty 
minutes down the road - a distance which the combined 
forces of the British empire took four years to traverse - a 
potato processing plant has turned up a 'large' projectile.  
Men are working there, the call is treated as urgent and 
Dirk is soon on the scene. 

'French 105mm,' he proclaims. The shell stands upright on 
a forklift pallet, caked in the kind of 'rusticles' that adorn 
sunken ships, but definitely identifiable as a shell.   

Dirk is angry. 'People get blasé about these things,' said the 
father-of-three. 'They have stood it upright, which was not 
how it was found. No shell should be touched unless it is by 
us.  Not only could the fuse suddenly decide to do its work, 
the shell might be toxic, or even the outside may be con-

taminated by chemical weapons that have lain in the soil next to it.   'My men have suffered mustard gas 
burns in the past to prove how dangerous they are.' 

The French 105 was left to teeter on its precarious plinth as the unit moved on to another grave of ammuni-
tion - a bed of British six pound high explosive shells unearthed by a backhoe during farmyard building work 
near Zonnebeke.   

Another call sends the unit to the old German front line at Langemark where German hand grenades  - 'Fritz 
sticks' - have been found along with a batch of deadly white phosphorous shells.  Phosphorous burns in air so 
the shells are placed in vats of 
water; they, like all the chemi-
cal weapons discovered across 
the salient, require special 
handling to be destroyed. 

All munitions handled by the 
unit are placed in small lorries 
carrying sand to reduce vibra-
tion enroute back to HQ.  Once 
there, the shells which are sus-
pected to contain chemicals 
are subjected to X-Ray in a gi-
ant machine and, if found to 
be toxic, are then scrutinized 
by a neutron-induced gamma 
spectroscope which can identi-
fy which kind of poison lies 
within the corroded casings. 

A plume of smoke  and an explosion marks where a bomb is 
destroyed in a Belgian field 

Two cases of white phosphorus bombs are stored in water to keep them safe. 
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The chemical weapons are handed over to a civilian contractor for destruction after they have been rendered 
into fluid by a freezing process.  This either involves the residue being detonated in a huge vacuum chamber 
or being burned in furnaces equipped with numerous filters that traps and neutralizes all toxins. 

Close to five per cent of the shells the armies used were gas in WW1.  Consequently Dirk and his men find 
themselves 'suiting up' in anti-chemical coveralls and helmets at least once a week. 

'The toxic ones are the worst,' said Cpl. Nico Sierens, assigned to sorting through the rusting metal dump, 
separating the merely lethal from the lethal and sinister. 'Gas shells are not filled with gas but a liquid that 
burns on contact. One of the guys here suffered horrible phosgene gas burns a while back. 

'You may think you know what every shell contains but you never do - that's why we need the X-Rays.  No-
one would thank us if we sent up a huge cloud of mustard gas in a controlled explosion.  'And then there was 
the quality of the ammunition itself. The factories of the combatants were turning out fuses and shells at a 
colossal rate and the quality was poor. It all added up to an enormous amount of misfires and the job that we 
have today.' 

While much of the iron harvest comes in ones and twos, sometimes there are spectacular finds: in 2004 
3,100 German artillery shells were discovered in a single place at Dadziele, east of the salient.  And the ord-
nance men have mapped out sites for future exploration where they believe even greater quantities of un-
spent munitions still lie. 

The shells are discovered in a myriad of ways: through farm-work, renovations of old buildings, road con-
struction or simply the roots of trees pushing their unwanted neighbours slowly to the surface.   

They were all designed to kill soldiers but they have, since 1918, claimed the lives of 360 people and injured 
535 more around Ypres.  In March this year seven labourers, policemen and firemen were hospitalized when 

a German gas shell 
exploded during cable
-laying work in nearby 
Warneton. 

In 100 years the suc-
cessors to Dirk and his 
men will still be doing 
their job of cleaning 
up after the men who 
fought and died in 
these corners of for-
eign fields. 
 

Twenty bomb disposal team members have been killed while defusing bombs from world war one.  This is the 
memorial to them at their base near Ypres. 
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Offshore Wind farm turns up a U-Boat 

Emily Gosden, Telegraph Media 

The mystery over the fate of a German First World War U-boat has been resolved a century after it went 
missing – after its wreck was discovered by offshore wind farm developers.  The SM U-31 submarine disap-
peared after setting off from Wilhelmshaven in January 1915 on routine patrol, with 4 officers and 31 men on 
board.  

Although it was widely believed to have struck a mine and sunk, it was the subject of an unsubstantiated war 
legend – apparently begun by the commander of another U-boat – claiming it had washed ashore in eastern 
England six months later with all the crew dead on board.  The tale – which suggested the crew might have 
been poisoned by an on-board gas leak – appears to have finally been debunked after the discovery of its 
wreck, 55 miles off the coast of East Anglia.  

"After being on the seabed for over a century, the submarine appears to be in a remarkable condition with 
the conning tower present and the bows partially buried."  

Energy companies ScottishPower and Vattenfall, which were carrying out seabed surveys in order to plan the 
construction of proposed offshore wind farms, first discovered the uncharted submarine wreck in 2012. 
Mark Dunkley, marine archaeologist at Historic England, said: "SM U-31 was commissioned into the Imperial 
German Navy in September 1914. On 13th January 1915, the U-31 slipped its mooring and sailed north-west 
from Wilhelmshaven for a routine patrol and disappeared.   "It is thought that U-31 had struck a mine off 
England’s east coast and sank with the loss of its entire complement of 4 officers, 31 men.  

"After being on the seabed for over a century, the submarine appears to be in a remarkable condition with 
the conning tower present and the bows partially buried.  Relatives and descendants of those lost in the U-31 
may now take some comfort in knowing the final resting place of the crew and the discovery serves as a 
poignant reminder of all those lost at sea, on land and in the air during the First World War."  

The wreck will remain in its final resting place, which is now an official military maritime grave, and any fu-
ture wind farm developments in the area will be designed so as not to disturb the wreck.  

Charlie Jordan, of ScottishPower Re-
newables, said: "The scanning team 
were expecting to see wrecks, but 
such a discovery was quite a sur-
prise and has been extremely inter-
esting.  

"Unravelling the whole story behind 
the submarine has been fascinating 
and it’s heartening to know that the 
discovery will provide closure to rel-
atives and descendants of the sub-
mariners lost who may have always 
wondered what had happened to 
their loved ones."  

Side scan sonar view of U-31 on the bottom of the North Sea 
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