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Where? What? Who? How? 

    

Where was this trove of 
treasure found ? 

See page 14 

What happened in this 
Regimental HQ?  

See page 11 

Who loved this much-
despised piece of equip-

ment? 

See page  10 

How does this Afghani-
stan scene tie to the 

Great War ? 

See Page 4 

HM Hospital Ship 'Llandovery Castle', sunk by enemy submarines, 27 June 1918 by artist Maurice Randall  
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Western Front Association 

Pacific Coast Branch 

The Pacific Coast Branch of The Western Front Associa-
tion was founded in 1999 and has members from the 
Provinces of British Columbia, Alberta and Saskatche-
wan; and the States of Washington, Oregon, California, 
Virginia and Georgia. The worldwide membership in 
the Western Front Association is over 6,500 in 60 sepa-
rate Branches in Europe, North America, Australia and 
New Zealand. 

The WFA is non-political and does not seek to glorify 
war. Its principal objective is to perpetuate the 
memory, courage 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 educate 
the public on the continuing relevance the Great War 
has on the modern world. 

Chairman:  John Azar, Victoria, BC  
Vice Chairman:  Gavin Cooper, Lantzville, BC  
Secretary:  Alan MacLeod, Victoria, BC 
Treasurer:  Blair Matheson, Victoria, BC  
Editor  Robert Forbes, Victoria, BC  
Registrar:  Chandar Sundaram, Victoria, BC 

The Listening Post 

This newsletter is produced by the Western Front As-
sociation, Pacific Coast Branch.   Membership in the 
WFA-PBC is $30.00 annually  and in-
cludes subscription to the Listening 
Post.   Submission of pictures and arti-
cles can be sent via email to  
editor@wfapacificcoast.org . 

Message from the Chairman 

 

Issue 73 of the Listening Post comes to us at an auspi-
cious time: we are commemorating the 100th anniver-
sary of the end of the Great War, our American mem-
bers have just celebrated their Thanksgiving (Canadian 
Thanksgiving is in October), and we are approaching 
the celebration of Hanukkah and Christmas. Thanks 
again to Rob Forbes and all the contributors to this is-
sue. We have much to be grateful for as we remember 
those who served in the Great War.  

Yvonne and I were in Mons, Belgium for the 100th An-
niversary commemoration events. The City of Mons 
did a wonderful job over several days with the main 
commemoration event taking place on the afternoon 
of 11 November. In the morning, the Black Watch of 
Canada Association paraded through the city with a 
pipe band wearing Great War-era uniforms.  It was 
very moving that each participant represented a piper 
or drummer who paraded in 1918. To see the list 
please visit this page:  
mons2018.blackwatchcanada.com/participants. 

This link (https://bit.ly/wfaMons) provides an excerpt 
of the 30-minute sound and light show that took place 
on several evenings (twice each evening) leading up to 
and including 11 November. (The depiction of the sol-
dier being killed is that of Private George Price, 28th 
Battalion, CEF who was killed by a sniper at 10:58 
am—two minutes before the Armistice.)  

20th Annual Seminar: 8, 9 and 10 March 2019 

Mark your calendars for the 20th annual seminar. The 
venue for all sessions will be the Bay Street Armoury 
(the logistics for another venue for the Saturday ses-
sion have proved to be overly complex.) A preliminary 
program and call for registration will be sent to all 
member very soon.  

Discussion Paper: The Future of the Pacific Coast 
Branch 

You have been aware for three years that the 2019 
seminar will be my last as Chair of the Pacific Coast 
Branch. Over that period, and with several informal 
discussions, no one has come forward with the stated 
desire to take on this role. I am preparing a discussion 
paper on possibilities for the future of the branch 

should no one step forward. This will be distribut-
ed by mid-December.  

In the meantime, anyone interested in taking on 
the role of Chair, should contact me as soon possi-
ble.  

Best wishes to all over the holiday season and all 
the best for 2019.  

John 

mailto:wfa@prfconsulting.com
https://bit.ly/wfaMons
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British Statistics of The Great War 

The War Office 

The Internet is an amazing thing, and the amount of information (both good and bad, real and fake) is aston-
ishing.  To wit, here are some statistics summarized from the 880 page War Office book “Statistics of the Mil-
itary Effort of the British Empire” published in 1922, and available here (free to download):   bit.ly/wfa0001 

The British Army of 1914 was very small in comparison with the mighty armies of continental neighbours 
France and Germany. It was considered as ‘contemptibly small’ by Kaiser Wilhelm II. By 1918, the scale, fire-
power and tactical sophistication of the army were all very much greater than in the early days.  

How big was the British Army? 

Aug 1914:  733,514 
Plus from England 4,006,158 
Plus from Scotland 557,618 
Plus from Wales 272,924 
Plus from Ireland 134,202 
Plus the Empire sent overseas: 
Canada 628,964 
Australia 416,809 
New Zealand 220,099 
South Africa 136,070 
Newfoundland 11,922 
West Indies 10,367 (to end 1917) 
Other dominions 31,000 
From the Indian Army (and other “coloured” troops) 
 1,629,820 
Total force available for deployment 
 8,789,467 
 

Where did they serve? 

 

 

How many soldiers were wounded? 

Total British Army wounded in action, plus other cas-
ualties (e.g. accidental): 2,272,998.  

Royal Navy and RFC/RAF casualties were 16,862.  

In context just over a quarter of those who served 
were wounded. 

Proportion returned to duty: 64% 

Proportion returned to duty but only for lines of com-
munication, garrison or sedentary work: 18%. 

Proportion discharged as invalids: 8%, i.e. approxi-
mately 182,000 

Proportion died of wounds received: 7%. 

How many soldiers of the British Army died? 

Total killed in action, plus died of wounds, disease or 
injury, plus missing presumed dead: 956,703, 

of which Royal Navy and RFC/RAF casualties were 
39,527. 

of which, from the British Isles were: 704,803 and 
from Canada, Australia, India and other places: 
252,900. 

Total British Army deaths in France and Flanders: 
564,715 of which 32,098 died of disease or injury 
from accidents. 

Total British Army deaths on the Gallipoli front: 
29,919 

Total British Army deaths on all other fronts (i.e. Mac-
edonian, Mesopotamian, Sinai and Palestinian, East 
African, Russian and Caucuses) : 365,375. 

Theatre Peak Strength Total Employed 

France/Flanders 2,046,901 5,399,563 

Mesopotamia 447,531 889,702 

Salonika 285,021 404,207 

Italy 132,667 145,764 

Gallipoli 127,737 468,987 

Other 293,095 475,210 

https://bit.ly/wfa0001
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Captain H. Ackroyd, VC, MC, MD, RAMC 

Edward F. Malet de Carteret (great-grandson) 

On 11 August 1917, a German sniper's bullet prematurely end-
ed the life of Harold Ackroyd. He was going about his normal 
daily business of attending to the wounded men of his battalion 
dodging from shell-hole to shell-hole in the front line. 

According to his batman, Pte A. Scriven, who was in charge Of 
the Advanced Dressing Station that day, Harold was about 150 
yards in front of him, visiting each company and attending to 
the wounded, when he was shot through the head by a sniper. 
Scriven did not actually witness the event, but said that upon 
hearing the news, 

I immediately took a party Of stretcherbearers, but on arrival found that he was dead. There 
were six other poor fellows in the same shell-hole who had met the same fate; it was a perfect 
death trap. 

Harold Ackroyd was born on 18 July 1877 in Southport, Lancashire and was the younger son of Edward 
Ackroyd who had made his living from textiles and was Chairman of the Southport & Cheshire Railway Com-
pany. He was an intelligent boy and was sent to Shrewsbury School and from there he gained entrance to 
Gonville & Caius College, Cambridge. He completed his BA in 1899 and continued his studies at Guys Hospi-
tal, achieving his MB in 1904, and finally his MD in 1910. He held house appointments at Guys, the General 

Hospital in Birmingham and the David Lewis Northern Hospital in 
Liverpool. After this he secured a British Medical Association Schol-
arship, and became a research scholar at Downing College Labora-
tory in Cambridge, where he pioneered research into the discovery 
Of vitamins. 

During this time Harold met Mabel Robina Smythe at the Strange-
ways Hospital in Cambridge where she was matron and they were 
married on 1 August 1908. They had three children: Ursula (1909-
1993 -my grandmother), Stephen (1912-1963), and finally Anthony 
(Tony) (1914-1991). 

Harold was commissioned temporary lieutenant in the Royal Army 
Medical Corps on 15 February 1915 and was attached as Medical 
Officer to the 6th Battalion Royal Berkshire Regiment which formed 
part of the 53rd Infantry Brigade in the 18th Division. After training 
at camps in Colchester and Codford St. Mary on the edge of Salis-
bury Plain the Division sailed for France on 25 July 1915. It was post-
ed opposite Carnoy & Fricourt on the Somme front and took over a 
portion of the front line held by the 5th Division on 22 August. By 

the end Of 1915 the Division had suffered 1,247 casualties, the quietest four months in its history 

On 15 February, 1916, Harold was promoted to temporary captain. The first half of 1916 saw a stalemate be-
tween the Allies and the German forces, and was spent by the British in preparation for the battle of the 
Somme that began on 1 July. The 18th Division was now part of the 4th Army under Sir Henry Rawlinson. By 
the end of the first advance, the Division had covered 3,000 yards on a 2,500 yard front and had seized Mon-

javascript:openPopImg('vcackroy.jpg', 'HAROLD ACKROYD VC', '300', '185')
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tauban Ridge, the west end of Montauban village, Pommiers Redoubt, Caterpillar Wood and Marlborough 
Wood. 695 prisoners had been taken, but the Division suffered 3,707 casualties. 

Harold's letter Of 9 July 1916, written from the rest area behind the lines, described how the battalion fared. 
This is one of twenty-three letters written to her, all in pencil, which survive. 

Dear Ursula, 

Mother will have told you many things that have happened here and I could tell you 
more, but the less said the better. The battalion I am with did splendidly and now am with 
them a few miles to recoup and refit. A few days ago where we are was under constant 
fire but now is as safe as Royston though in the distance we hear guns always firing and 
everywhere are funny balloons watching the enemy. Tell mother that daddy is very well 
and very happy though there is much to make one sad.  

We were right in the middle of the first day's great fight and our battalion was in the front 
line. I can tell you I was very proud of the officers and men I have known so long. Now we 
rest on what a few days ago was a bare hill side - nothing but mud - now covered with 
funny little shelters against the wind and rain and we are all very happy and contented 
sleeping on the ground while at last the sun shines and it does not rain, You would be so 
interested to see it all with funny little cages for the German prisoners to stay in for a few 
hours before leaving for England.  

Give my love to mother and the boys. 

Your loving father  

 

Captain Nicholls in his history of the 18th Division records  

″in all that hellish turmoil [the Battle of Paschendaele], there had been one quiet figure, 
most heroic, most wonderful of all. Dr Ackroyd, the 6th Berks Medical Officer, a stooping, 
grey haired, bespectacled man rose to the supreme heights that day. He seemed to be 
everywhere; he tended and bandaged scores of men for to him fell the rush of cases 
around Clapham Junction and towards Hooge. But no wounded man was treated hurried-
ly or unskilfully. Ackroyd worked as stoically as if he were in the quiet of an operating the-
atre. Complete absorption in his work was probably his secret. When it was all over there 
were 23 separate recommendations of his name for the Victoria Cross.″ 

 

The citation for the Victoria Cross, published on 6 September 1917 read: 

"Captain Ackroyd worked continuously, utterly regardless of danger, saving lives and tending to the wounded 
men in the front line under heavy fire. Having carried one wounded officer to safety on his back he returned 
to bring in another under sniper fire. His heroism was the means of saving many lives, and provided a mag-
nificent example of courage, cheerfulness and determination to the fighting men in whose midst he was car-
rying out his splendid work." 

 

His marker, Special Memorial 7, in Birr Crossroads Cemetery, Zillebeke, carries the inscription: 'Believed to be 
buried in this cemetery.'  
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Forming The Canadian Bantams 

By Sidney Allinson 

On Armistice Night, 1936, some two dozen tipsy but dapper middle-aged businessmen, in company with a 
large grey horse, clattered into the elegant lobby of Toronto's King Edward Hotel. Asked to leave by the out-
raged but understandably nervous manager, the intruders solemnly assured him that all would be well, took 
long pulls from bottles in the brown paper bags they carried and burst into a raucous, self-mocking song: 

“When the Bantam roosters crow, 
You'll find the enemy lying low, 
Though we're not much in height, 
Boy, how we can fight... 
When the Bantam roosters crow!" 

The group bowed to the amused applause of hotel patrons, boosted up one of their fellows astride the puz-
zled horse. and swayed out in its wake into the snowy night. For the bareback rider, Alex Batchelor, it was a 
fitting end to the 216th Old Comrades' Reunion and to a night of reliving memories which began in 1916 
when he enlisted in the newly formed 216th Toronto (Bantams) Overseas Battalion. 

This unique, little-known unit was 
born mainly through the efforts of a 
single forceful individual. Major 
Frank Lindsay Burton was already a 
wounded veteran of France when 
he returned to his native Toronto in 
late 1915. Appointed to an adminis-
trative post in No, 2 Military District 
Headquarters, he began to chafe 
under his duties of helping to docu-
ment the thousands of recruits who 
passed through the depot in the 
Canadian National Exhibition 
Grounds. 

While still attending Upper Canada 
College, Burton had been a private 
in the Simcoe Foresters. He took his 
reserve commission with the Toronto Light Horse, and later commanded the University Company of the 
Queen's Own Regiment. Early in the war, he had gone overseas as NO. 2 i/c, 75th Battalion, The Toronto 
Scottish Regiment. and had been invalided home after a year in France. Now, he wanted action again, and he 
wanted a command of his own. In January, 1916, he saw his opportunity for both. 

While recuperating in England, Burton had seen the British 35th (Bantam) Division in training on Salisbury 
Plain. This division was composed of volunteer troops who were below the regulation minimum height of 5 
ft. 3 ins.. Burton was favourably impressed by them, and subsequently wondered why Canada was not 
attempting to raise the same kind of units. To this end, Burton wrote a detailed proposal that he be per-
mitted to raise a battalion, and submitted it to the divisional commander, Brigadier General W.A. Logie. 

His proposal seems to have sparked into action an idea which had been only talked about in Canadian mili-

A group of Bantams under training. 
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tary circles for some time. The following day, 
Brigadier Logie sent off his own letter to the Sec-
retary of the Militia Council in Ottawa, requesting 
permission to organize a Bantam battalion in his 
division. Burton has suggested a minimum age of 
nineteen, and a minimum height of 4 ft. 10 ins. 
The General increased these minimums to twenty
-two and 5 ft. 

Militia Headquarters contacted the Canadian 
Command in London, England, to check on the 
British army physical standard for the two entire 
Bantam Divisions raised there. They reported that 
there was a firm requirement for a minimum 
chest measurement of 38 ins., and the minimum 
accepted height was 5 ft. I in., apparently being 
unaware of the actual elasticity of the height rule 

in Britain. Two weeks later, February 17, 1916, the Ministry of Militia authorized the formation of Number 
216 Overseas Battalion. Toronto, to be organized and commanded by Major Burton in the City of Toronto 
and County of York. Along with the job, Burton was promoted to the temporary rank of lieutenant-colonel. 

Displaying the grasp for publicity he displayed throughout the recruiting campaign, Burton promptly called 
every newspaper in the Toronto region to announce the new unit's formation. The result was a gratifying vol-
ume of press coverage, which helped draw three hundred applicants within a matter of hours. 

"1 was feeling poorly that day and had taken the day off work," said Alex Batchelor. "Then I felt restless all of 
a sudden and got out of bed to walk across to Bay Street for a newspaper. The Bantams story hit me straight 
away and I realized I was only a few blocks from the recruiting address given, 16 Adelaide Street West. There 
were dozens of short chaps like me hurrying along the street towards a big cloth sign that said "Join Up Here 
— Burton's Bantam Battalion". I went inside almost in a daze. Half an hour later I was in the army, walking 
down the street to quit my job, proud as a peacock of the white band on my arm that read 'BBB'. 

It was this proprietary use of initials which first raised the hackles of Burton's superiors. Lacking his sense of 
publicity, and being not a little hostile to the whole enterprise, some of them resented his high-profile per-
sonal identification with the unit. The banners and armbands annoyed conventional officers who were fur-
ther incensed by the new Lt. Colonel's use of bilious green stationery headed ' 'BBB Burton's Bantam Battal-
ion". 

Though recruiting for the 216th moved with great smoothness during March, with a steady flow of recruits 
and repeatedly favorable press coverage, Brigadier Logie began to respond with increasing choler. He finally 
instructed Burton to "discontinue forthwith" use of any title other than the officially designated 216th Over-
seas Battalion, C.E.F; however the subtitle "Bantams" was later officially added to the unit designation. 

Had it not been for administrative delays, the first Canadian Bantam battalion would have been formed in 
Victoria, British Columbia. Mobilization was authorized for the 143rd B.C. Overseas Battalion (Bantams) on 
November 29, 1915, but recruiting work did not begin until February 20. 1916. The driving force behind mo-
bilization was Lieutenant Colonel Bruce Powey, a returned front-line veteran. After he was appointed C.O. of 
the battalion in December, 15, 1915, he found it difficult to find quarters for the 1.000 men he hoped to sign 
up, and obtained transfer to Sidney Camp. He then ran into a certain amount of obstruction by people seek-
ing recruits for other West Coast regiments. 
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An Avenue of Remembrance 

The original intention was that Shelbourne Memorial Avenue 
in Victoria should include one tree for every British Columbian 
that fell in the war. Some six  hundred trees were planted but 
that number would prove insufficient ten times as many men 
and women of British Columbia died In the  Great War.  

The Shelbourne Memorial Avenue is unique in  three im-
portant ways. It is Canada's oldest, first dedicated in October 
1921. In no other Canadian Road of Remembrance do original 
trees still survive and flourish. It is the only one featuring the 
London Planetree, a variety noted for its hardiness and  ability 
to endure damage and urban pollution.  Something else makes the London Planetree  entirely worthy as a 
war memorial: it can live more than three hundred years. 

It all started with the Lieutenant Governor and Premier at a cold and  windy event, attended by several thou-
sand Victorians.  More than two miles of automobiles lined both sides of the avenue.  Immediately after 
Lieutenant Governor W.C. Nichol planted the furt tree, a bugler sounded the Last Post. “He who plants a tree 
plants a hope,” he said.  “old men plant young trees and the fruit of their planting goes on to another age.” 
About 90 trees were planted that day, and the project was off to a slow, but steady start. 

The Memorial Avenue project was given a boost in March 1922 when French Marshal Joseph Joffre.  Marshal 
Joffre was supreme  commander of French forces In the first two years of the war of 1914-18. He came to  
Victoria to recognize the living memorial and deliver personal tribute to the six thousand British Columbians 
who died doing their bit in the Allied effort. 

The local paper noted that Joffre, "despite being unaccustomed to phys-
ical exertion of any sort," insisted on doing the planting without assis-
tance. "May the memory of these brave fellows always remain as green 
as this tree's leaves," he said in French. Joffre then smiled and waved, 
kissed a few babies, and drove away to the cheers of the crowd.  

Work on the project continued slowly in fits and starts with periodic 
bursts like in August of 1922 when General Julian Byng, now the Gover-
nor General of Canada came to plant a tree on the avenue and the fol-
lowing month when General  Sir Arthur Currie came home to do the 
same thing. 

In 1935, the city father agreed to get back to it, but it never did meet its 
original goals of plaques on every tree, signs at all cross-streets, arch-

ways at the ends, and a tree for every BC casualty. 

In September 2018, a rededication was made, and the signs on the cross streets are now up for all to see, 
and interpretive signs are placed in several locations to explain the significance of the project. 

Of the more than 7,000 war memorials across the land, only seven memorial avenues exist in Canada, so this 
style of memorial remembrance is quite uncommon. 

Our own Ray Travers was chairman of the  Saanich Remembers project that led to this re-dedication. 
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Creative Memorials 

With this milestone anniversary, many places displayed creative art-installation memorials to the fallen. 

Left: Churchyard cemetery, Slimbridge, Gloucestershire 
Above: Topiary, Colchester Castle 
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The Forgotten Heroes 

They rarely get mentioned during Remembrance Day and Armistice Day tributes, but hundreds of thousands 
of Muslim soldiers fought for the Allied cause during the First World War — around 885,000, according to 
the British Royal Legion. Some 400,000 of them hailed from the British Indian Army, whose 1.5 million troops 
comprised the largest volunteer force in history. 

Now, a century after Muslim soldiers from South Asia, North Africa and elsewhere went to war for their colo-
nial masters, a U.K.-based campaign is working to shed light on their oft-overlooked sacrifices. The idea is to 
give overdue appreciation for the Muslim contribution to the war effort and use the stories of Muslim sol-
diers to counter Islamophobic and anti-immigrant narratives in Europe and North America. 

“Many far-right activists and sympathizers in Europe say and believe, ‘Muslims have never done anything for 
us,'” wrote Hayyan Bhabha, executive director of The Muslim Experience. “The truth is one which they can’t 
deny. They (Muslim soldiers) made the greatest sacrifice. They died for you too. Hundreds of thousands of 
them.” 

The Muslim Experience is a project of Forgotten Heroes 14-19, a non-profit organization set up by Belgian 
aeronautics executive Luc Ferrier in 2012. Ferrier is a Christian, but he was inspired to set up the foundation 
after discovering the diaries of his great-grandfather, a soldier in the First World War. 

His research effort suggests the 
number of Muslim soldiers who 
fought for the Allies exceeds 2.5 
million, nearly three times as high 
as the British Royal Legion esti-
mate. 

They  unearthed some 850,000 
original documents drawn from 
19 countries, spanning journals, 
field reports and diaries in Arabic, 
Hebrew, Farsi, Urdu and other 
languages, each in their own way 
telling the incredible stories of 
the Muslim soldiers who stood 
with the Allies during the war 
from 1914 to 1918. 

There are stories of Muslim 
imams, Christian priests and Jew-
ish rabbis learning each other’s 

funeral rites so that they could lay to rest soldiers of different faiths who perished on the battlefield, says 
Bhabha. In December 1914, five months into the war, the French Minister of War Alexandre Millerand in-
structed members of his military to learn the Shahada — the Muslim declaration of faith — so that they 
could recite it for dying Muslim soldiers unable to do so themselves. 

Troops were also required to learn how to bury Muslim soldiers per Islamic tradition, ensuring that their fac-
es and graves faced the direction of Mecca.  “This practice is feasible and it will be necessary to comply with 
it,” wrote Millerand in a letter seen on page 58 of The Unknown Fallen, a book written by Ferrier. 

King George V pays his respects to Algerian Spahi soldiers during a visit to the front lines. 
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The British Indian Army 
supplied the most decorat-
ed Muslim soldiers of the 
war, many of whom went 
on to be awarded the cov-
eted Victoria Cross by King 
George V. 

Perhaps the most famous 
was Khudadad Khan, a ma-
chine gunner who was 
among 20,000 Indian 
troops dispatched to help 
tired British troops tackle 
the advancing Germans in 
Boulogne in France and 
Nieuwpoort in Belgium. 

Khan’s division was out-
numbered five-to-one, but 
they fought on until they 
were completely overrun, according to the U.K. Foreign and Commonwealth Office.The 26-year-old sepoy 
managed to gun down five enemy soldiers despite being wounded himself. He would be the sole survivor 
from his regiment in that battle, pretending to be dead before later crawling back to his regiment under the 
cover of night. 

The bravery of Khan and his comrades is credited with buying the Allies time to muster up British and Indian 
reinforcements who would later halt the Germans from reaching key strategic ports. 

Khan was later decorated with the Victoria Cross by King George V at Buckingham Palace. Mir Dast was also 
honoured with the Victoria Cross. Born in modern-day Pakistan, he arrived in France in March 1915, a lieu-
tenant with over 20 years of military experience behind him. 

The following month, his division was instructed to mount a counter-attack against the Germans, alongside 
French troops. 

The Germans released chlorine gas, prompting many soldiers to retreat. But Dast was among a small number 
of troops who managed to hold their position until nightfall. 

He is credited with helping to shepherd eight British and Indian officers to safety, evading heavy fire along 
the way, notes the U.K. Foreign & Commonwealth Office. King George V presented him with his Victoria 
Cross on the grounds of the Brighton Pavilion. 

Shahamad Khan, a Punjabi Muslim corporal, was awarded the Victoria Cross for “most conspicuous bravery” 
in Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq) in April 1916, according to the U.K. Foreign and Commonwealth Office. 

Khan’s Victoria Cross citation notes that he worked his machine gun single-handedly for three hours under 
very heavy fire, after most of his men were killed. 

“For three hours he held the gap under very heavy fire while it was being made secure… But for his great gal-
lantry and determination our line must have been penetrated by the enemy,” reads his citation. 

King George talks with Corporal Shahamad Khan, VC and Major General Sir Walter Lawrence 
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It’s Not Easy to Stay Neutral 

Maartje Abbenhuis 

The Netherlands remained neutral during the First World War, but was nevertheless significantly affected by 
it. Its army remained fully mobilised to counter any possible threat, and its economy felt the strain of both 
belligerents’ attempts to control the world’s sea lanes and supplies. Neutrality also created its own unique 
problems, as the Dutch government had to care for thousands of refugees, detain soldiers who had entered 
her territory, and attempted to censor a partisan press.  In 1917-1918, the government proved unable to 
deal with the manifold problems created by the next-door war and neutrality, sparking widespread unrest. 

By 1917 a nation-wide dissatisfaction was growing. The Dutch remained firmly in favour of their neutral sta-
tus, but the government was increasingly held responsible for its practical consequences. As there was no 
immediate threat of war, there were calls for a partial demobilisation. The Minister for Agriculture, Trade 
and Industry and not the allied blockade or the German U-boot war was blamed for the poor food and fuel 
distribution. Many felt the minister’s policies did little to curb the prices of foodstuffs (although current re-

search suggests that he man-
aged to effect a price drop of 
about 10 percent) nor stop the 
farmers from selling their 
much-needed produce to Ger-
many at great profit. Members 
of parliament began to com-
plain about being kept in the 
dark about all matters pertain-
ing to foreign affairs or nation-
al defence. And Queen Wilhel-
mina grew more and more 
impatient with her own minis-
ters, whom she considered 
too compliant and weak-
kneed under foreign pressure. 

Still the government tried to 
remain consistent. In its deal-

ings with the belligerents it felt 
itself bound by the letter of international law and that of the Dutch neutrality proclamation of August 1914, 
but its overriding conviction was that Holland should not be dragged into the war. When foreign demands 
were thought unreasonable, it would object, it would protest, but it would never threaten to relinquish Hol-
land’s neutral position. 

Things came to a head in March 1918, when the Americans and British requisitioned all the Dutch merchant 
vessels that were laid up in their ports. The Dutch parliament, papers and people were all outraged by this 
action, and the queen called it a "theft". The government protested vigorously, but left it at that. The danger 
of war flared up as Germany demanded compensation for this un-neutral leniency towards the Allies. It was 
Holland’s darkest hour, as the Dutch government felt it could not give in to those demands making war with 
the Germans seemingly unavoidable. When negotiations were about to break down, they were saved by the 
Allies, who had decided that they did not want Holland in the war at this late stage and therefore allowed 
them to submit to German pressure. 

A Dutch cartoon meditates on the difficulties of being caught between the Allies and Germany.  
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But when, in April 1918, the Dutch government tried to shore 
up its tarnished self-esteem by organising an armed convoy to 
the Dutch East-Indies, the British were adamant: neutrals 
would not be allowed to send armed convoys. Although the 
news had already been announced in the Dutch press, the gov-
ernment had to back down. It was a final humiliation: the minis-
ter responsible resigned, the Queen was disgusted, and every-
body looked forward to the upcoming general elections in July. 

The liberals lost heavily in that election and the new govern-
ment that took office on 9 September 1918, consisted of con-
servative Christian-democrats, led by Charles Ruys de 
Beerenbrouck. The new government was immediately con-
fronted with the hectic last weeks of the war. A major fear was 
that the left-wing revolutionary ideals brewing in Russia and 
Germany might find favour with the population of urban cen-
tres, who had been hit the hardest by rising prices and could 
not afford to complement their meagre bread rations. When a 
few isolated riots broke out in the army, the socialist leader 
Pieter Jelles Troelstra demanded that power be handed over. 

However, the government responded promptly and effectively: 
the Commander-in-Chief Snijders was forced to resign, a major 
reorganisation of the army was announced in parliament, a 
speedy demobilisation was promised, food rations were in-
creased and troops known to be loyal were brought in to secure key positions in the land. On 15 November, 
three days after Troelstra had announced the revolution, his deputy informed parliament that his leader had 
broken down and that the revolution had never been a realistic option. 

The government did not only have to contend with national issues. On 10 November the by then ex-Kaiser 
Wilhelm II, arrived at the border post in Eijsden (Limburg) to ask for political asylum for himself and his siza-
ble entourage. Two days later his son, the former Crown Prince Wilhelm, Crown Prince of Germany, followed 
suit. Neither guest was particularly welcome, as the Dutch government realised that offering shelter would 
meet with Allied disapproval, but it was decided that asylum would be granted and that requests for extradi-
tion would be refused. A specially appointed committee of legal experts confirmed this decision. 

More controversial was the decision of the new Foreign Minister van Karnebeek to allow 70,000 German 
troops in northern Belgium to cross Dutch territory on their way back to Germany. The troops were dis-
armed, but according to international law they should have been interned in Holland. The minister had felt 
that a speedy return to Germany was in the interest of the German authorities and the population of north-
ern Belgium, where food and fuel were already scarce. The Allies accused the Dutch of violating international 
law and interfering with their military plans, although the British dismissed the matter as a "technical error". 

Looking back of four years of neutrality, the first thing that stands out is the contrast between the reluctance 
of Cort van der Linden’s liberal government to adopt a more hands-on approach, even during the latter part 
of the war, and its successor’s willingness to do so. In March 1920 Holland did decide to give up its isolation-
ist position – but not its neutrality – by joining the League of Nations. From the start, though, it lived in fear 
of the international and military obligations that this step might entail. For though Holland had not been able 
to isolate itself from the war, the fate of war-torn Belgium had shown that the Dutch had every reason to be 
grateful for four years of strict neutrality. 

Wilhelmina, Queen of the Netherlands from 1890 (at 
age 10) until 1948 when she abdicated in favour of her 

daughter Beatrix 
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A Daring Rescue 

The story behind the photo 

A British seaplane, whilst carrying 
out exercises, emerged from a cloud 
at high speed and struck one of the 
masts of a shore wireless station. 
The mast, which was about 350 feet 
high, was composed of latticed steel 
girders and the seaplane's engine 
became wedged in the interstices of 
the girders, in such a way, that the 
body of the machine stuck out at 
right angles to the mast.  

The pilot, Acting Flight Commander 
E. A. de Ville, was rendered uncon-
scious and thrown out of his seat on 
to one of the wings.  

A small party of bluejackets were at 
work painting the mast, and one of 
these, a seaman of the Naval Re-
serve named Nicholas Rath, making 
use of the boatswain's chair, which 
moves on the inside of the mast, 
was hoisted up by men at the foot 
of the mast to the place, over 300 
feet from the ground, where the 
seaplane was fixed. 

He  then crawled out to the plane to 
hold the pilot until help came. Two 
more men, Ordinary Seaman Rich-
ard Knoulton and Deckhand George 
Abbott, passed a rope out to him, 
which Rath secured to the body of 
the unconscious pilot, and lowered him down to safety. The gallantry of these men is accentuated by the fact 
that the mast was very badly damaged, and might have at any moment collapsed. The damaged fuselage was 
only held in a horizontal position by the engine being jammed between the girders, and at the height of 300 
feet the wind caused the mast and the machine to sway as if threatening to crash to earth. The pilot owes his 
preservation to the intrepid gallantry of these three men, who, while aware to the risks they ran, performed 
the rescue without hesitation for personal safety. 

Rath received the Albert Medal in Gold and Knoulton and Abbott received the Albert Medal from the King. 
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 Shot at Dawn 

Léopold Delisle was born in Montreal in 1893. He lived with  his parents and worked as a general labourer. 
Following the outbreak of war, Delisle tried to enlist three times before he was finally accepted for overseas 
service in April 1915. One month later, Delisle sailed with the 22nd (French-Canadian) Battalion. 

By all accounts Delisle was an unsavoury character who didn’t take well to army discipline. Delisle had a num-
ber of offences on his conduct sheet and these offences would finally catch up with him: 

• 25 June 1915-Refusing to obey an order. 14 days' Field Punishment No 1. FP1 was also known as cruci-
fiction by the troops.  It involved being restrained with handcuffs or the like and then secured to an ob-
ject, like a wagon wheel or a fence post for two hours a day. 

• 1 September 1915-Drunk & absent from parade. Fined $2 

• 5 November 1915-Insubordination. 7 days' Field Punishment No 2.  FP2 involved being restrained in 
handcuffs, but still able to march with the unit. 

• 27 November 1915-Absent from parade. Fined 1 days' pay. 

• 8 January 1916-Refusing to go on parade. 28 days' Field Punishment No 1. 

• 22 March 1916-Striking a superior officer. 1 years' Hard Labour. 

• 5 September 1917-Outside area without pass. 
3 days' Field Punishment No 1. 

• 10 September 1917-AWOL from drill parade. 
21 days' Field Punishment No 1 

On 29 March 1918 Delisle's unit was ordered for-
ward to attempt to stem the German advance on 
Arras, but when the roll call was made, Delisle was 
absent. Delisle was arrested just outside Arras five 
days later. Delisle's court-martial found him guilty 
of desertion and sentenced him to be shot dead. 

At 04:24 on 21 May 1918, Delisle (aged 25) was ex-
ecuted by firing squad. His remains are now located 
in Bellacourt Military Cemetery, Plot II, Row J, 
Grave 6. 

There will always be debate on this subject and 
many of you will fall on one side of the fence or the 
other. But it is important that we should not as-
sume all the men executed were suffering shell-
shock some were just persistent offenders who un-
der Army regulations at the time chose to ignore 
the consequences. 

Pte. Léopold Delisle by law could have been execut-
ed at least twice before but the sentences were 
commuted. 

Shot at Dawn memorial at National Memorial Arboretum, Staffordshire. 
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Black Sunday 

The story behind the photo 

The mission of Kor-
vettenkapitan von Nos-
titz and the U-151's 
crew was to disrupt 
shipping along the 
northeastern US coast. 
Their record was im-
pressive, with a total of 
23 vessels successfully 
attacked in a month's 
time. The U-boat ar-
rived near the end of 
May, 1918, and imme-
diately mounted sever-
al unsuccessful attacks 

with their deck gun. Mines were planted off the Delaware capes, and the crew even cut telegraph cables con-
necting New York with Nova Scotia. These acts marked the first time that the battlefield had been brought to 
American shores in a hundred years. 

On June 2, "Black Sunday", just before 8:00 in the morning, the U-151 began the most productive day of its 
mission. Before the day was out, the Germans would send six American ships to the ocean floor, and would 
continue on to do even more damage before eventually returning home at the end of June. 

At 7:50 AM on June 2, sixty miles off the coast of New Jersey, von Nostitz spotted the American schooner Isa-
bel B. Wiley as she sailed southward towards Newport News, Virginia. A single shell was fired by the U-151, 
and Captain Thomason brought his ship to. The captain and crew escaped in a motorboat, just as the Winne-
conne steamed into view. 

At 8:10 AM, the German sub began firing at the new target until she also hove to, then boarded and allowed 
Captain Waldemar Knudson and his crew a half hour to gather their belongings. Just over an hour after first 
firing on the Winneconne, German bombs ripped open the steamship's steel hull and sent her to the bottom. 
The three lifeboats from the Winneconne plus the motor launch from the Wile y took on the prisoners from 
the U-151's conquests of the previous week while the German boarding officer went after the drifting Wiley, 
setting off bombs to sink that vessel as well. 

The Germans made sure the American sailors had adequate provisions before sending them off. The men in 
the Wiley's boat were picked up later in the afternoon by the Ward Line steamer Mexico. The ship sent a 
warning over the wireless; unfortunately it was not understood. The men were transferred to another ship, 
and landed at Hoboken, New Jersey, on the night of June 4. The men in the Winneconne's boats rowed an 
estimated 65 miles until they were picked up by the San Saba about 25 miles off of Barnegat Light. this group 
landed at New York a full day earlier than the men from the Wiley. 

Around noon, the U-151 fired two shots across the bow of the Jacob M. Haskell. When the schooner was 
brought to a stop, the sub ordered the crew to abandon ship, and the Haskell's captain told his men to lower 
the boats. Once all were clear, the ship was sunk by setting off charges hung over the sides. The Haskell's 
crew were later rescued by the American steamship Grecian. 
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Later in the afternoon, the Germans came upon another American schooner, the Edward H. Cole, which was 
en route from Norfolk, Virginia to Portland, Maine. Without firing a shot, the U-151 stopped the Cole after 
circling her several times and then approaching with an order to abandon ship. Just after 4:00, bombs were 
set off, then a shell was fired into the schooner's wooden when she did not immediately sink. The Cole's cap-
tain, H. G. Newcombe, and 
11 crew members escaped in 
one boat and were picked up 
at about 8:00 in the evening, 
but only after witnessing the 
destruction of yet another 
ship, the Texel. 

The freighter Texel, carrying 
sugar from Puerto Rico to 
New York, was the U-151's 
next target. Captain Lowry initially attempted to evade the shots being fired at his ship, but was forced to 
give up after one shell hit the ship and exploded in the engine room. German explosives sent the Texel to the 
bottom in less than three minutes, at about 5:20 PM. The 36 men (and one cat, the ship's mascot) rowed all 
the way to shore, landing on Atlantic City's beach at midnight. 

The U-151's final victim that day was the 5000+ ton passenger liner Carolina. The steamship was carrying 217 
passengers from San Juan, Puerto Rico, to New York when the wireless operator intercepted a message 
about the sinking of the Isabel B. Wiley less than fifteen miles away. The captain was notified, and immedi-
ately ordered increased speed and an evasive, zig-zag course, but it was too late. The German submarine 
fired a shell through the Carolina's wake, then two more shots which came even closer to the ship. An SOS 
was transmitted, after which the Germans ordered the ship to cease transmitting. 

Captain Barbour finally hove to, fearing for the safety of the women and children on board. Lifeboats were 
lowered as the captain destroyed all confidential papers, then he escaped in the last boat. Eight of the boats, 
all roped together, headed for shore. The U-151 fired shells into the Carolina's hull until she rolled onto her 
side and disappeared beneath the surface. 

While the U-151 had caused great material and monetary loss, up until the sinking of the Carolina no lives 
had been lost. This was to change overnight as the 217 passengers and 113 crew from the passenger ship 
made their way towards shore. The eight boats under the command of Captain Barbour fared well, transfer-
ring about 250 people onto the Eva B. Douglas mid-morning the next day. The crowded sailing ship anchored 
off Barnegat Inlet, then was towed back to New York by the Submarine Patrol Number 507, arriving early on 
the morning of June 4th. 

Not so lucky were Boat Number 5 and the Carolina's motor launch. Most of the passengers in Number 5 were 
dumped in the water when one end of the boat slipped as it was being launched. The two boats lost sight of 
each other, but then got back together and tied a rope between the boats so the motor boat could tow the 
life raft. The connecting rope broke twice during a nighttime storm, and the motor boat overturned during its 
search for Number 5, drowning thirteen passengers. 

 Those who made it back into the motor launch were eventually picked up by a British ship and taken to Lew-
es, Delaware. Boat Number 5 finally landed at Atlantic City after another full day and night. The final survi-
vors of the Carolina, eight women and 25 men, were helped ashore by vacationing beachgoers. 
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