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Redhill circular war walk

A new self-guided walk around Redhill has been 
created, showing points of interest from the First 
and Second World Wars. The five mile walk* starts 
from and finishes at the War Memorial at Shaw’s 
Corner, Hatchlands Road.

The walk takes in landmarks including the Old 
Redhill Hospital, Redstone Cemetery and 
Redhill Common.

Pick up a leaflet from the pavilion in Memorial 
Park or download a copy from our website at 
www.reigate-banstead.gov.uk/ww1. 

(*allow approximately 1 hour 45 mins)

Redhill Circular War Walk
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Reigate & Banstead Borough 
Council is very proud of the part 
that local residents played in the 
First World War and is determined 
that their bravery is remembered by 
future generations.

Since the start of our centenary 
commemorations in 2014, the 
Council has refurbished war 
memorials, revamped Redhill’s 
Memorial Park and worked with local 
residents, schools, uniform groups 
and the community to care for the 
borough’s war graves. 

We want to give people of all ages 
the opportunity to learn more about 
World War I and our borough’s role 
and to come together to remember 
those who fought or died in the 
conflict. 

Our successful 
programme of 
commemorative 
activities and events 
continues in 2017, 
from remembering the centenary of 
the Battles of Passchendaele and 
Vimy Ridge, to our popular ‘Discover 
WWI’ event and Remembrance 
services. 

I would like to thank our local 
historians, history societies 
and residents for their valuable 
contributions, without whom this 
publication would not be possible. 

If you have an interesting story to tell 
about the role of a friend, relative or 
your community in the conflict please 
get in touch (see back page for 
contact details). 

Cllr Victor Broad, Council Leader
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Adopt a grave scheme

As part of our project to restore the borough’s private war graves, local 
schools, uniform groups (like the Scouts), organisations and residents 
have taken on a crucial role to help look after them. 

Weeding plots, cutting the grass and keeping headstones and surrounds 
clean will ensure the graves of the borough’s fallen are kept neat and tidy 
over the coming years. 

Volunteers are still needed to help care for war graves at certain sites, so 
if you’d like to get involved, please call 01737 276322 or email 
leisure.services@reigate-banstead.gov.uk to find out more.

Sources
Source 1: www.bbc.co.uk/guides; 
 The Keep Military Museum: www.keepmilitarymuseum.org; 
 The National Archives: www.discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk; 

“British Regiments 1914-1918” By Brigadier E. A. James; “Boy 
Soldiers of the Great War” by Richard Van Emden; 

Source 2: ‘The call of the Empire, the call of the war’, by Patrick Bishop, 
Historian and author (from the Telegraph); www.gurkhabde.com

Source 3: Extracts from “The Great War as you may not know it” by Gabriele 
Wills.  A list of the books used to derive the information can be found 
at www.4yearsofww1.info

Source 4: The levels of the underage recruits in the graphic are proportional to 
the estimated number of recruits for that year, based on a sample of 
1,000 underage soldiers.  Source: Boy Soldiers of The Great War, 
Richard van Emden; www.bbc.co.uk/guide
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Two Fusiliers by Robert Graves (1917)
And have we done with War at last?
Well, we’ve been lucky devils both, 
And there’s no need of pledge or oath
To bind our lovely friendship fast, 
By firmer stuff, 
Close bound enough. 
By wire and wood and stake we’re bound,
By Fricourt and by Festubert, 
By whipping rain, by the sun’s glare,
By all the misery and loud sound, 
By a Spring day, 
By Picard clay.

Show me the two so closely bound
As we, by the wet bond of blood, 
By friendship blossoming from mud,
By Death: we faced him, and we found, 
Beauty in death, 
In dead men, breath.

3

Robert Graves was born in 1895 in Wimbledon. Although he secured a 
scholarship at Oxford, when war broke out he volunteered for the Royal 
Welsh Fusiliers, aged 19. He went on to serve as a captain, alongside poet 
Siegfried Sassoon.

Graves was badly wounded at the Somme and was reported dead on his 
21st birthday. His obituary appeared in The Times. However, he survived 
his injuries and was given home service for the rest of the war, keeping in 
contact with his poet friends behind the lines.

Graves published his first collection of poems in 1916. Goodbye To All That 
(1929) is among the most compelling contemporary prose accounts of the 
First World War.

Following the war, Graves went to live in Majorca. He had a long career as 
a poet, novelist and university lecturer with well-known works including I, 
Claudius and The Golden Fleece.

Robert Graves ceased writing after his 80th birthday. He died in 1985 in 
Majorca. 

Redhill War Hospital

Earlswood Common Workhouse Infirmary (built in 1915-16) was 
requisitioned in May 1917 by the Army Council and became the Redhill War 
Hospital.

The War Hospital was officially opened on 20 June by Lord and Lady 
Ashcombe.  It was affiliated to Croydon War Hospital and had 80 beds 
for wounded and sick servicemen.  It had an operating theatre, x-ray 
department and a massage department and was staffed by members of the 
Surrey/108 Voluntary Aid Detachment.  On 3 July 1917 the hospital received 
its first convoy of wounded. 

It became a first-line hospital, receiving the wounded direct from overseas.  

The War Hospital closed on 31 December 1918.  However, it continued to 
provide care for discharged soldiers still in need of medical treatment.  

The site continued to be a hospital until its closure in 1991 and is now a 
housing estate. 
Source: Lost hospitals of London http://ezitis.myzen.co.uk/

Borough of Reigate Medical 
Officer’s report 1917
“Three of the staff are in the army, consequently 
only urgent matters can receive attention.  The 
Disinfecting Officer joined the Army in July, 
and it has been impossible to obtain a capable 
substitute, with the result we have had to refuse 
both to disinfect large numbers of horse rugs 
from the Remount Depot, and also to comply 
with repeated requests to cleanse soldiers 
infested with vermin.”
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As the First World War entered its fourth year, major offensives continued 
in France, Belgium and Italy.

Among the most renowned battles of 1917 are the Third Battle of Ypres at 
Passchendaele and the Battle of Arras, when Canadian forces took Vimy 
Ridge.

The conflict also escalated in other theatres of war including Palestine, 
Jordan, Salonika (Greece), Syria and Mesopotamia (Iraq).  Soldiers from 
the United States of America, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and across 
the Commonwealth from as far afield as the West Indies joined the fighting.

Innovation in new weapons 
technology advanced at an ever 
increasing pace.  The use of tank 
warfare increased on both sides as 
did the use of U-boats and aircraft, 
leading to the first bombing raids on 
London.

With conscription into its second year, many communities felt keenly the 
loss of the menfolk away fighting, particularly those families whose loved 
ones would not return. Women and children continued to take on a greater 
role in supporting the war effort, in munitions, industry, agriculture and 
within their communities.

This commemorative programme aims to give an overview of the key 
events of 1917, illustrated with local stories and how things changed on the 
Home Front as a result of the conflict.

Introduction to the events of 1917
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The Poppy: John McCrae’s poem, In Flanders Fields, inspired 
the British Commonwealth to adopt the poppy as their symbol of 
remembrance.  Its red flower is a poignant reminder of the blood 
shed upon the fields.

The Alpine Myosotis: Not only are the flowers of the white 
Alpine Myosotis a potent symbol for peace, the German name 
for the plant, Vergissmeinnicht, has the exact same meaning of 
remembrance as it does in English: forget-me-not.

The Cornflower: In France the cornflower was one of the first 
plants to recolonise the battlefields after the Great War.  It has 
become a symbol of remembrance and solidarity between the 
public and war veterans, not least because it was the nickname 
given to French soldiers on account of their cornflower blue 
uniform.

The Remembrance flowers

The Dilemma
by Jared Cross, a student at The Beacon School, Banstead

It’s your duty to serve, they all said,
For our England, our haven, born and bred.

“Your country needs you!”. “You are no exception”.
To do my part I must enlist, no hesitation,

Anything for our beloved country,
She will stand tall as our honoured lady,

We must not let her sacred soils be tainted,
I shall defend the heaven she has created.

But what if I do not return to home,
What if I fall on the battlefield at roam?

My sweet England how I will pine for you.
Expanses of pure countryside to view, 

Solid blue sky, rivers so clear, English air niche,
If I die, these memories alone have my heart at peace. 
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When the British mines laid under 
the Messines Ridge near Ypres 
exploded on 7 June 1917, they not 
only changed the landscape, but 
could also be heard as far away as 
Dublin, Ireland.

Tunnels were dug underneath 
enemy lines so that explosives could 
be laid.  Sometimes tunnellers from 
both sides met underground and 
engaged in hand-to-hand combat.

An infantry solider carried 70-90 
pounds of kit, equipment, arms and 
ammunition.  

Troops had daily rum rations but 
some battalion commanders were 
teetotal and didn’t allow their men to 
have any.

For minor offences such as 
drunkenness, a solider would receive 
Field Punishment no.1.  He would be 
tied to a wheel or stake for a couple 
of hours a day for up to 21 days.

At least one officer had weekly 
hampers of goodies delivered to him 
in France from Fortnum & Mason 
in London.  Apparently they also 
supplied some prisoners of war in 
Germany.

In 1917, the term shell shock was no 
longer allowed.  Men were classified 
as Not Yet Diagnosed Nervous 
(NYDN).  The men called it Not Yet 
Dead Nearly.

Canadian women who had 
husbands, sons or brothers in the 
services were given the vote in 1917 
and were able to exercise that right 
in December of that year.  In May 
1918, votes were extended to all 
women.

Shell shocked solders were 
often considered cowards.  One 
doctor said that shell shock was 
a “manifestation of childishness 
and feminity”.  Treatment included 
electroshock therapy, hot and cold 
baths, massage, daily marches, 
athletic activities and sometimes 
hypnosis.

In the early years of war, Canadian 
women had to give their husbands 
written permission to join up.

British air raid casualities totalled 
1,414 killed and 3,416 injured.  Of 
those, 24 were killed and 196 injured 
by British anti-aircraft fire.

A fire broke out at the Silvertown 
munitions factory on the outskirts 
of London on 19 January 1917, 
exploding 50 tons of TNT, killing over 
70 people, destroying 900 properties 
and damaging 70,000 more.

British Summertime was introduced 
to give more daylight working hours 
and conserve electricity.

On 6 November 1917, after three months of fierce fighting, British and 
Canadian forces finally took control of the tiny village of Passchendaele in 
the West Flanders region of Belgium, ending one of the bloodiest battles of 
World War I. 

The offensive at Passchendaele was launched on 18 July 1917 with a 
bombardment of the German lines involving 3,000 guns. In the 10 days that 
followed, it is estimated that over 4¼ million shells were fired. 

Shortly after the initial assault, the heaviest rains in more that 30 years 
began to fall on Flanders, drenching the soldiers and the low lying fields 
over which the battle was taking place. The artillery shells that had 
bombarded the German lines not only tore up the land but also destroyed 
the drainage systems that were 
keeping the reclaimed marshland 
dry. 

With each new phase of the 
offensive the rain continued, 
filling the shell holes with water.  
The ground quickly turned into a 
thick swamp of mud.  Even the 
newly developed tanks made little 
headway; unable to move, they 
quickly became stuck fast. Mud 
caked the soldiers’ uniforms and clogged their rifles.  In places the mud 
became so deep that both men and horses were drowned in the quagmire.

Casualty rates were high during the final stages, with Canadian divisions in 
particular suffering huge losses. When British and Canadian forces finally 
reached Passchendaele hardly a trace of the original village structures 
remained.

In the three and half months of the offensive, the British and Empire forces 
advanced barely eight kilometres and suffered 320,000 casualties - one 
man dead or wounded for every two and a half centimetres of ground 
gained.

The Battle of Passchendaele

Source:  www.historic-uk.com/

Did you know?
Here are a few fascinating facts about the Great War that you may not know.

Source 3
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Due to most work age men fighting away from home, a new type of national 
service for women began in 1917: the Women’s Land Army. Over 110,000 
women joined, taking on agricultural roles like dairy and arable farming or 
delivering the vast amount of forage needed for military horses.  They also 
provided timber to meet the enormous demand at the front and at home.

Germany’s unrestricted submarine blockade threatened the vital shipping 
lanes which carried supplies of food and raw materials to Britain. In April 
1917, a record 550,000 tons of shipping 
had been sunk. British officials made 
public appeals for people to grow their 
own fruit and vegetables to help cope 
with food shortages. Many young people 
played their part tending allotments and 
helping in their parents’ vegetable plots. 

Concerns that war production was being 
hampered by drunkenness led to pub 
opening times and alcohol strength being 
reduced. The ‘No treating order’ made it 
an offence to buy drinks for others. Surrey 
pubs saw their profits almost halved.

The first National Kitchen was opened 
by Queen Mary in May 1917. The 
public canteens were set up by the Ministry of Food to help overcome 
food shortages and hunger and proved hugely popular. They were places 
“ordinary people in ordinary circumstances” could sit down together at long 
canteen tables for a cheap meal. By late 1918 there were 363 National 
Kitchens. Rationing was introduced in 1918.

And finally … 
A doll was created, called the ‘Unconscious Doll Exerciser’, modelled on a 
First World War soldier to help British children build up their physical strength 
through play.  Profits from the doll’s sale reportedly went go to the British 
Red Cross and the Order of St John.  

Sources: Imperial War Museum, Women’s Land Army, 
Surrey History Society, BBC WW1

Key World War I events in 1917
19 Jan Germany sends the secret Zimmerman Telegram to Mexico to entice 

them to join the war. The British intercept and decode the message 
and forward it to the US government. 

1 Feb Germany resumes unrestricted U-boat warfare.

24 Feb The Cunard passenger liner SS Laconia sailing from New York to 
Liverpool is sunk off the Irish coast by a German U-boat. 

25 Feb German forces at the Somme withdraw to strong positions known as 
the Hindenburg Line. The withdrawal continues until 5 April.

11 Mar  The British capture Baghdad.

12 Mar The first Russian Revolution begins. Tsar Nicholas II abdicates on 15 
March and a new Provisional Government is formed.

26 Mar First Battle of Gaza. British forces from Egypt almost break through 
Turkish lines in Palestine. A second assault is defeated on 17 April.

28 Mar Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) formed, giving women the 
chance to serve in the armed forces. Over 57,000 women enrol, with 
9,000 serving in France.

6 Apr The United States declares war on Germany. 

9 Apr Battle of Arras. British forces advance over 5km (3½ miles) on the 
opening day. Canadian troops seize Vimy Ridge. Fighting continues 
until 4 May with heavy casualties.

16 Apr Second Battle of Aisne. French launch an offensive but following 
heavy casualties and few gains fighting is called off on 20 April.

24 Apr First Battle of Doiran. Allied troops at Salonika launch an attack prior 
to a spring offensive in the Balkans. It continues until 22 May.

29 Apr The French army mutinies following heavy casualties.

21 May Imperial War Graves Commission established (now Commonwealth 
War Graves Commission).

25 May First daylight aeroplane raid on Britain by German Gotha bombers.

© IWM (Q 31065)
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On the Home Front
Children played their part in the war too, taking on some of the roles of 
adults and supporting the war effort in practical ways.

Scouts and Guides

The Boy Scouts Association was one of the first youth organisations 
to provide practical assistance, guarding the railways, telephone and 
telegraph lines, reservoirs or any location that might be militarily important. 
From late 1917, Scouts assisted with air raid duties, including sounding 
the all-clear signal after an attack. Some were even trained in firefighting. 
The Scout movement’s handbook, published before the war, instructed all 
Scouts to ‘be prepared…to die for your country if need be’.

The Girl Guides Association packaged 
up clothing to send to British soldiers at 
the front, prepared hostels and first aid 
dressing stations for those injured in air 
raids or accidents, tended allotments 
to help cope with food shortages, 
and provided assistance at hospitals, 
government offices and munitions 
factories. Some reports say that Girl 
Guides carried messages for the British 
Secret Service during the war years. 

Children donated their pocket money to the war effort and raised money 
for war related charities too, including St Dunstan’s Hostel for blinded ex-
servicemen, the Blue Cross for sick and injured animals and local military 
hospitals.

Factories and farming

7

© IWM (Q 27922)

Factories employed women, refugees, volunteers from the Empire, men too 
old to be conscripted and children. Many children younger than the school 
leaving age of 12 worked on farms too. In some cases, a child’s earnings 
were a helpful addition to a family’s income. In 1917, the Education Minister 
claimed that as many as 600,000 children had been ‘prematurely’ put to 
work.

7 Jun The Battle of Messines begins. British, Irish, Australian and New 
Zealand troops seize the Messines Ridge south of Ypres. Fighting 
continues until 14 June.

26 Jun First US troops arrive in France.

27 Jun Greece enters the war on the side of the Allies.

29 Jun Russia begins an offensive against the Germans which lasts until 18 
July.

6 Jul Arab forces capture the Red Sea port of Aqaba, guided by 
 T E Lawrence (of Arabia).

31 Jul The Third Battle of Ypres begins (known as The Battle of 
Passchendaele) and continues to 10 November. 32,000 Allied 
servicemen are killed, wounded or missing.

3 Sep Germans capture Riga on the Baltic coast using their new 
‘Stormtrooper’ tactics.

19 Oct  Last German Zeppelin raid on London.

24 Oct Austro-Hungarians and Germans break through the Italian lines at 
Caporetto and force a retreat. 300,000 Italian prisoners are taken. 
Fighting carries on until 10 November.

31 Oct Third Battle of Gaza. British and Australian troops break through 
Turkish lines in Palestine.

7 Nov Second Russian Revolution. The Bolsheviks, led by Lenin and 
Trotsky, overthrow the Russian government. 

20 Nov The British launch a surprise attack at Cambrai using artillery, aircraft 
and tanks in large numbers for the first time. A major advance is made 
into the Hindenburg Line.

30 Nov Germany launches a counter-attack at Cambrai and recaptures most 
of the ground they lost.

9 Dec Jerusalem falls to British forces in Palestine, ending 673 years of 
Turkish rule.

17 Dec The new Russian government agrees an armistice with the Central 
Powers, suspending hostilities on the Eastern Front.

Source: Imperial War Museum
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Mud... the ally of the Germans at Passchendaele
Eardley Apted was born in March 1885, to Oliver Cromwell Apted and 
Prudence. He had two brothers and three sisters. The family lived at Doods 
Brow, 74 Doods Road, Reigate. His father was an inspector of taxes, ran 
the family brickmaking business and was also a councillor and Alderman of 
Reigate Borough Council.

Eardley attended Holmesdale School, followed by Cranleigh School, where 
he joined the Officer Training Corps. He then entered Gray’s Inn as a law 
student and was called to the bar in 1913, while also running the family 
brickmaking business. 

On the outbreak of the First World War, Eardley 
joined the Inns of Court Training Corps at 
Berkhamsted and was commissioned into the 
9th Battalion, The Queen’s Royal West Surrey 
Regiment, a reserve battalion involved with training 
and recruitment. 

Eardley proved to be an excellent recruiter, 
travelling the south and giving speeches at town 
halls and recruiting offices. In September 1916, 
his battalion was absorbed into the 5th Training 
Reserve. However Eardley felt compelled to go to 

the front and share the dangers with men he had trained.

His elder brother Frank was a lieutenant with the Royal Engineers in 
Palestine. His younger brother Oliver, serving with the Stockbrokers 
Battalion (10th Royal Fusiliers), was badly wounded at the Somme and 
discharged from the Army.

Eardley landed in France on 7 July 1917 to join the 11th Battalion (The 
Queen’s Regiment), having been promoted to Captain. The battalion was 
preparing for a large attack later that month, which would become part of 
the great offensive at Passchendaele.

On 25 July 1917, the battalion moved to the front to take over Imperial 
Trench under heavy German shelling. On the first day, nine men were killed 
and 17 wounded.

17

200,000 were killed or wounded.  Just over 100,000 New Zealanders served 
out of a population of just over a million.  Of those, 16,697 were killed and 
41,312 were wounded. 

As most Canadians were of British 
descent, 32,000 men joined up 
within the first two months of the 
recruiting stations opening.  

By the end of the war, 600,000 
men and women would serve, with 
many seeing action in major battles, 
including Vimy Ridge.  The Canadian 
Government introduced conscription 
in 1917.

In the villages on the Home Front in Asia and Africa, the lives of hundreds 
of thousands of women and children who lost their husbands, brothers or 
fathers, faced different kinds of hardships.  It remains one of the most silent 
and under-researched areas in First World War history.  

During World War I, more than 90,000 Gurkhas served in the Indian Army, 
suffering approximately 20,000 casualties, and receiving almost 2,000 

gallantry awards. Gurkhas fought on the 
Western Front, Gallipoli, Egypt, Palestine, 
Mesopotamia and on the North West 
Frontier.

The first Victoria Cross awarded to a 
Gurkha was that won by Rifleman Kulbir 
Thapa for valour at the Battle of Loos 
in September 1915. Three VCs were 
awarded to Gurkha Regiments during 
World War I.

Source 2

Australian solders voting at the conscription 
referendum, Belgium, 8 December 1917

Source: Australian War Memorial

2/3 Gurkha Rifles in France during 
World War I
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On 28 July, tapes were laid so the battalion would know where to form 
for the forthcoming attack. The terrible conditions meant the job took two 
days rather than a couple of hours in the night. Part of the advance was 
to be over a railway embankment but the steep sides and waterlogged 
conditions made it virtually impossible to scale so engineers were 
dispatched to cut steps into it.

At 9.40pm on 31 July, Eardley and his battalion moved off, following the 
tapes and by 1.30am they were in position with no casualties. At 3.50am 
the battalion advanced behind a creeping barrage and secured their first 
objective. However they had difficulty in keeping up with the barrage due to 
the state of the ground.

As they approached their final objective, they were faced with three 
concrete pillboxes. The Germans opened fire with machine guns and rifles. 
Two parties of men, one led by Eardley, worked their way forward to within 
50 yards but casualties were high and the decision was made to withdraw.

The next day at roll call, many men were missing and the battalion had 
suffered an estimated 200 casualties. Eardley Apted was among the 
missing. He had been in France 
for just 24 days.

Back in Reigate, his family 
received a letter from Eardley’s 
commanding officer with the 
news and stating that his 
section had attacked the enemy 
and obtained their objective 
(although they hadn’t). 

Eardley’s commanding officer 
kept in contact with his father and wrote to him again: “I still have a hope 
you may hear from your son in Germany. My own opinion is that your son 
went to the furthest objective of the attack, which very few units reached, 
but was cut off and then captured, killed or wounded. It is impossible to 
say what has happened, but if you do hear from him, please let me know. 
I have very great admiration for your son and am very anxious to hear 
from him. He only came to me whilst we were in training for the attack;             

The call of the Empire, the call of the war
When the war trumpets sounded in Britain in August 1914, the echoes 
carried to the corners of the Empire. 
 
On its own, Britain’s role in the war would have been limited.  To make 
an impact, it needed the resources of its vast overseas possessions and, 
above all, their manpower.  The generous response of the colonies ensured 
that it punched its full weight.

More than two million served in the armies of the dominions (self-governing 
British Commonwealth nations).  At least a quarter of those who laid down 

their lives in Britain’s cause 
were not British.

From the then British 
Empire, India contributed the 
largest number of men, with 
approximately 1.5 million 
recruited up to December 
1919.  7,487 Indian Soldiers 
died and a similar number were 
wounded.  Their heroism is 
often overlooked in stories about 
the war.

In Canada, Australia and New Zealand, distance did little to diminish 
ties with Britain.  “University classes emptied …. sports fixtures were 
abandoned.  To be left behind was unthinkable.  If your mate was going, 
then somehow you had to get away too,” wrote New Zealand historian 
Christopher Pugsley.  He also wrote, “to be a New Zealander in 1914 was 
to be taught that ‘the Empire looks to you to be ready in time of need, to 
think, to labour and to bear hardships on its behalf’.”

Australians and New Zealanders entered the war with a fervour of 
patriotism.  Of the 380,000 Australians who served overseas, nearly 

9

Brigade Signal Station (Dehra Dun Brigade). 
Headquarters Section at work in the field 

(St Floris, France). 



yet although he was new to everything and had never been in the trenches, 
his grasp of the situation was remarkable. I, and the whole battalion have 
lost a most extraordinarily capable officer, who is much missed by us all”.

A few months later news was received from three of Eardley’s company, 
who had been wounded and taken prisoner by the Germans. One of them, 
Corporal Stevens wrote to confirm Captain Apted had indeed been shot and 
killed.

By April 1918, the War Office decided it was likely that Eardley had been 
killed in action at Passchendaele on 1 August 1917 and his family was 
officially notified.

Eardley Apted is commemorated 
locally on the memorial board in the 
Town Hall in Reigate and on the 
South Park Congregational Church 
war memorial. His name was also 
added to the family grave in Reigate 
Cemetery. He is remembered in 
Belgium on the Menin Gate in Ypres.

10 15

The meticulous planning and preparation paid off.  The German frontline 
trenches were captured within 40 minutes and the Canadians took more 
than 3,000 prisoners.

However, by the end of the first day one position held out. At a stronghold 
on Hill 145 at the northern end of Vimy Ridge, the Germans had constructed 
a series of deep dugouts with interlinking tunnels and trenches.  The action 
continued and on 10 April, Hill 145 was captured along with 200 prisoners. 

The battle lasted four days, from 9 to 12 April 1917.  It cost the Canadians 
3,598 lives and another 7,000 casualties. They had gained a significant 
victory and Vimy Ridge was held by the Allies for the rest of the war.

The Canadian Corps fought 
together at Vimy and, in essence, 
a Canadian ‘army’ was created. 
The Corps Commander, 
Lieutenant-General Sir Julian 
Byng, was raised to the peerage 
as Baron Byng of Vimy and would 
go on to become a Governor 
General of Canada after the war. 

On 9 June 1917 command of the 
Canadian Corps was given to the 
Canadian, Lieutenant-General  
Arthur Currie, who commanded 1 Canadian Division during the battle. A 
policy of replacing British staff officers with Canadians followed. The Corps 
was subsequently regarded as one of the Allies’ finest assault units.

The Canadian Memorial to the Missing at Vimy on the site of Hill 145 was 
unveiled on 26 July 1936 by King Edward VIII in one of his few public duties 
as King. The memorial comprises two 120 foot concrete pylons, designed 
by Walter Allward, and commemorates 11,285 missing war dead of Canada. 
One hundred hectares of land around the memorial was presented to the 
Canadian Government and now forms the site of a National Memorial Park.

Horley is twinned with the French town of Vimy, site of the Canadian assault. 
The Horley-Vimy Twinning Association was formed in 1991 with the aim of 
promoting an exchange of language, culture, friendship and understanding 
between the two countries. Many of our residents have visited Vimy, the site 
of the battle on Vimy Ridge and the Canadian Memorial Park.

IWM Q5172

Britain’s underage soldiers in World War I
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Canadians at Vimy: The Battle of Arras, April 1917
By the end of November 1916 the gruelling Battle of the Somme had 
ended. The appalling casualties suffered during four months of fighting were 
unprecedented.

In spring 1917, the Allied offensive focussed on Arras. The surrounding 
countryside included a ridge of land to the north of the town near to the 
village of Vimy, which was of considerable strategic importance.

The action of the Canadian Corps is said to have given rise to a realisation 
of Canadian national consciousness that has been compared to the impact 
in Australia and New Zealand of the ANZAC’s contribution at Gallipoli. 

The Canadian troops arrived at Vimy in March 1917. Although they had 
seen action on the Somme, it was the first time that the four Canadian 
divisions were to fight together as a Corps.  Their target was a seven 
kilometre system of German trenches that straddled Vimy Ridge, running 
north to south between the villages of Souchez and Ecurie.

Throughout March 1917 raids were carried out against the German line 
to keep their defences in a state of high alert and to capture prisoners to 
gather intelligence to help formulate the plan of attack.  Behind the Allied 
lines, artillery, equipment and materials were being built up in preparation 
for the assault. Roads, railways and horsepower (mechanical and animal) 
moved logistics into place.

Following lessons learnt on the Somme and by visiting the French at 
Verdun, the battle was to be preceded by an artillery bombardment while 
the final assault was made behind a creeping barrage. Junior infantry 
officers and NCOs were also given more independence to take advantage 
of local tactical situations.  The attack was set for 8 April but delayed until 
the morning of 9 April 1917, Easter Monday. In the run up, the weather had 
been fine.  However, morning broke with a cloudy sky and a north-westerly 
wind. Later, sleet and snow blew towards the German defences, obscuring 
their vision.

The general assault began at 5.30am. Battalions of infantry moved to the 
front line with many using specially constructed ‘subways’ to conceal their 
approach. More than 1,000 guns ranging from huge 15 inch Howitzers to 
light field guns opened fire. They pounded German positions and shredded 
barbed wire. The infantry attack followed the shelling and several mines 
were detonated beneath the German defences. Units ‘leapfrogged’ each 
other as they moved forward. 
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It is estimated that about 250,000 
under-age soldiers volunteered 
to serve in the British armed 
forces during World War I and 
approximately 31,000 of those 
young lads and boys died as a result 
of their service. 

The vast majority were accepted 
during 1915, when the initial wave of 
adult volunteers had died down. The 
official minimum age to volunteer 
was 18 and 19 to be sent overseas 
to fight, but in the absence of a birth 
certificate, the medical requirement 
was that the volunteer had to be at 
least 5 feet 3 inches tall (160cm) 
and at least 34 inches (86cm) 
around the chest.  In a Britain 
where hard manual labour was still 
commonplace, plenty of young lads 
would pass these tests easily.  

On the first day of the Somme alone, 
500 boys died and 2,000 were 
injured. 

Everyone was shocked by the 
deaths of such young men, and 
by the end of 1916, the War Office 
decreed that if parents could provide 
a birth certificate proving that their 
son was under 19, he would be 
removed from the front line.

In 1917, David Lloyd-George’s 
government ordered a 
reorganisation of the Training 
Reserve. Fourteen Young Soldier 
Battalions were set up, where 
new young volunteers would be 
given basic training. Twenty-eight 
graduated Battalions took the young 
soldiers who had finished basic 
training or who had been returned 
from France and prepared them for 
active service. They were posted 
into Home 
Service 
divisions 
which meant 
that they 
remained 
in the UK 
and were 
not allowed 
to fight 
overseas 
until they 
were 19. 

The 
youngest 
British 
soldier of the First World War 
volunteered at the age of 12 and 
was fighting on the Somme shortly 
after his 13th birthday.  His name 
was Sidney Lewis of the East Surrey 
Regiment. 

The Young Solider Battalions

Source 1
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Vimy Ridge 100 Commemoration
Mon 10 April  11am
Flag raising ceremony followed by 
morning coffee.  
Town Hall, Castlefield Road, 
Reigate RH2 0SH.  
FREE.  For tickets, email beverley.
barry@reigate-banstead.gov.uk

Armed Forces Day flag raising
ceremony 
Mon 19 June  11am
Flag raising ceremony followed by 
morning coffee.  
Town Hall, Castlefield Road, 
Reigate RH2 0SH. 
FREE.  For tickets email beverley.
barry@reigate-banstead.gov.uk

Film: Lawrence of Arabia 
Sun 23 July  3pm
VIP tickets with reception £20.  All 
other tickets by donation.  In aid of 
the Mayor’s charities.  For tickets, 
email beverley.barry@reigate-
banstead.gov.uk.  
Harlequin Theatre, Warwick 
Quadrant, Redhill RH1 1NN.

Heritage Open Day 
Sat 9 September  11am-3pm
Explore our Town Hall, meet the 
Mayor, delve through history and 
local democracy, photographic 
displays, live music and afternoon 
tea.  Lots for children to enjoy too.  
FREE.  Town Hall, Castlefield Road, 
Reigate RH2 0SH.

Discovering World War One
Sat 14 October  2-4pm
Bringing history to life.  See 
artefacts from the Surrey Infantry 
Museum, ask the experts about 
your own wartime heirlooms and 
find out how to research your family 
tree.  With vintage afternoon tea, 
Jazz Band and free face painting.
Regent Hall, Albert Road, Horley 
RH6 7JA.
FREE.

Wheels for Troops
Sat 8 July  11am-3pm
A day of family fun with food, 
rides, stalls, displays and much 
more.  Raising funds for The Poppy 
Appeal.  
Memorial Park, London Road, 
Redhill RH1 1JU.
For details: contact 07522 922 124,  
cpacsurrey@gmail.com

Remembrance Sunday Services
Sun 12 November  10.45am
Civic remembrance services at 
Shaw’s Corner in Redhill, Banstead 
and Horley war memorials.

Events listing

For more details, visit 
www.reigate-banstead.gov.uk/

WW1
Event details correct at time of 

going to print.

13

Merstham war memorial lists the names of 90 men who were killed during 
the First World War, all of whom either lived in or 
were linked to Merstham. 

In 2014 the war memorial was refurbished to 
improve its accessibility for those wishing to pay their 
respects. 

A notable name listed is Major Harold Bowyer Roffery 
DSO who was killed in action in France on 15 April 
1918, aged 42. He received two medals and seven 
clasps while serving throughout the South African 
war and took part in the retreat from Mons in 1914 despite being seriously 
wounded. He also received the Royal Humane Society medal for saving 
the lives of three men from drowning.

Another is Charles Worsfold, who was killed on the first day of the Battle 
of the Somme, 1 July 1916. His death is also commemorated at Thiepval 
memorial.

Inspection of the names highlights the local impact 
the war had on the Merstham community, with six of 
the named soldiers being neighbours in Albury Road.

As well as the main memorial on School Hill, 
All Saints Church in south Merstham also has a 
memorial with an interesting history.

In 1941, All Saints Church was destroyed by 
an enemy parachute mine.  It is believed that 
the intended target was the London to Brighton 

railway line nearby. Allied Canadian soldiers were quick to rebuild the 
church resulting in the adjacent hall being named ‘Canada Hall’. Among 
the rubble, they discovered the stones of the church’s World War One 
memorial left intact.

These stones were kept in the loft of the rebuilt church and it wasn’t 
until 2008 that they were rediscovered and rededicated in the church’s 
Armistice Ceremony.

Source: Imperial War Museum

Merstham war memorial


