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The Great War

© Jean Stimpson and David Neale

All over by Christmas
In September 1914, Ernest Burt, together with two friends, Edward Brown and James
Dunnett, walked the 16 miles from Bunwell to Britannia Barracks in Norwich and enrolled in
the 9th Norfolk Regiment. According to Ernest Burt’s son Ronnie, the three friends ‘were
motivated by patriotism.’ They trained at Shoreham barracks, served overseas and all
returned safely. They were the fortunate ones.
In all, 154 Bunwell men volunteered, or after 1916 were conscripted, to serve their country.
Their names are recorded on the handwritten, and now fading, Roll of Honour on the vestry
wall in St Michael’s church. Eighteen of them lost their lives.1

Figure 1 World War I Memorial Plaque, St Michael’s Church

In the nave of the church, on the East wall near the pulpit, is a wooden plaque recording the
names of those 18 men (Fig.1). That plaque and the carved wooden crucifix hanging from the
chancel arch form the memorial to those who lost their lives in the 1914-1918 war. The
Bunwell memorial, as other memorials in every parish throughout Britain, serves not only to
remember those that had fallen but also stands as a public memorial to the end of the Great
War; the war that was fought on such a scale that for the first time ever it involved the nations
of the world; the war, that in a phrase of the time, ‘would end all wars’.

1

See Appendices 1 and 2*
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Figure 2 World War I, Location of the Battle Fronts

Between the declaration of war on 4th August 1914 and the armistice on 11 th November 1918,
6.2 million British troops were mobilised; 740,000 of them died. The overall death toll for
both sides, the Allies and the Central Powers, was 8million. A war that had been sparked off
by an assassination in the Balkans eventually involved Europe, Russia, the Ottoman Empire,
the British Empire and the USA. The war ended not in the decisive defeat of the Central
Powers, but in an armistice brokered by the USA, which halted the fighting, but not the
aspirations of the German nation for a greater share of world power.
Few foresaw such an outcome. When war was declared in August 1914 the young men of
Bunwell along with most of the nation believed it ‘would be all over by Christmas’. There
was a romantic idealism about volunteering for what was perceived as a just cause. On 3rd
August 1914 Germany had invaded Belgium as a means of entering and weakening France.
When Germany refused to recognise Belgian neutrality, Britain, who was always fearful of
the Low Countries being occupied by a hostile force, declared war. There was a general
opinion that the Kaiser had got too big for his boots and ‘should be taught a lesson’.
The Home Front
That quick victory never came and the early stream of volunteers gradually slowed. With
more troops needed to replace losses and open new fronts, on 27th January 1916 the Military
Services Act imposed conscription upon all males between the ages of 18 and 41.
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In 1916 farm work was still very labour intensive and for some farmers conscription meant
the potential loss of all their adult workers. For such cases special exemption from service
could be sought, but it was not easily granted. John Stimpson, faced with leaving Ruby Farm
in the care of an elderly mother with no other help save schoolchildren, enlisted the help of
the Rector to support his application for exemption. The Rev. Fellowes responded:
Private Hotel Carlyn
Llandrindod Wells
Wales.
Dear John,
I have written the Recruiting officer this morning immediately I received your letter, and I can only
express my hope that the authorities will take in to careful consideration all the circumstances of your
case, and especially your dear Mother – I cannot do more- but probably the recruiting officer is Mr
Routhclark, and I feel sure, if that’s the case he will weigh with all the circumstances…..

The Reverend Fellowes went on to convey some news of his own: his engagement to Miss
Chandos Pole, his intense happiness and his plan that they should marry at Bunwell Church
‘on August 7th or thereabouts’. There was a positive outcome for both parties. John Stimpson
was granted exemption from National Service to look after the farm and the Reverend
Fellowes did marry Miss Chandos Pole, but not in Bunwell church and not until June 1918.
It fell to those who stayed at home to keep things going as best they could. The seasons still
dictated most jobs and when there was a shortage of farmhands, women and children took
their places, sometimes to the detriment of school work. There was also money to be raised
for relief work and comforts for the forces. On December 10th 1915, The Eastern Daily Press
reported:
Since March the children attending the Council School Bunwell, have brought the following amounts
for the various funds:- Comforts for soldiers and sailors on Empire day £1, Red Cross Fund £1 3s 2d.,
wool for gloves and scarves £1 7s 9d., Christmas comforts for soldiers and sailors £1 6s 9d., making a
total of £4 17s 8d. In addition to this, about 400eggs have been sent for the wounded in the hospitals.

Fund raising for those disadvantaged by the war became a focus for social activity. The relief
of the Belgians, the Red Cross Fund, the National Relief Fund and the Norfolk and Norwich
Hospital all benefited from charitable activities in the parish. The New Buckenham Brass
band and the Forncett band gave concerts at Bunwell, the latter on one occasion ‘played their
way to Bunwell Church raising £1 17s 11d. en route’2
The autumn Zeppelin offensive of 1916 mounted by the new L-30 class German Naval
Airships created some excitement for the children at Bunwell School. The school log
reported:
August 1st. Several children who had been to see a fire bomb came in late.
August 3rd. Many children absent as a result of another Zeppelin raid.

Although these raids created some concern at the time and caused questions to be asked in
Parliament, in military terms they ‘were uneventful, both in the amount of damage caused to
ground targets or airships’3 For the adult residents of Bunwell it must have been very
unsettling, but in comparison to World War II, those left behind were scarcely affected by the
war. There were other Zeppelin raids on Great Yarmouth, Kings Lynn and East Dereham
which did cause some damage and loss of life, and for those living in coastal parishes there
was some concern of invasion, but Bunwell had no reason to be targeted.
2
3

Eastern Daily Press, August 3rd 1915
The War Times Journal. www.wtj.com
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The War
In 1914 the structure of the armed forces largely followed the class divide. The land-owning
gentry provided the officers, and the lower classes filled the ‘other ranks’ the bulk being
‘private soldiers’. It was a natural division, the gentry being generally better educated and
used to giving orders. The War Diaries kept by the Battalion Commanders reflected this
division. In listing casualties or acts of leadership, officers were mentioned by name; noncommissioned officers and private soldiers were counted together as ‘other ranks’. Unless a
private soldier was commended for bravery, kept a personal diary or wrote letters home, there
were only the barest service records available with which to reconstruct his experiences. This
lack of official records was compounded by a tradition of British modesty and a wish to forget
some of the horrors of war, which meant that most of those that returned neither talked about,
nor wrote down, their war experiences.
The accounts that follow concern just five soldiers; however they stand in testament to all 154
Bunwell men who fought for their beliefs and particularly for the 18 who died for them.
The Western Front

Figure 3. 147752 Private Alec Stimpson, Royal Field Artillery

Alec Stimpson (Fig.3), son of John and Charlotte Stimpson of Ruby Farm Bunwell, died on
the 20th November 1917 on active service in Flanders. His Battalion, the 7/8th Royal Irish
Fusiliers4, had made a surprise attack on part of the German front line west of Cambrai near
Fontaine les Croissilles, successfully capturing Tunnel Trench. This action was one of a
number of subsidiary actions in support of a planned mass tank invasion at Cambrai. The
Western Front had become bogged down in the stalemate of trench warfare, and the tanks,
4

Pte Stimpson was transferred from the Royal Field Artillery to the 7/8th Royal Irish Fusiliers. The extent of the
troop losses in The Great War led to the frequent consolidation of units. The consequent transfer of soldiers
between battalions and regiments were not uncommon events.
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then something of an innovation, had proved unable to deal with the deep mud. General Haig
had been persuaded that the more favourable ground in the region of Cambrai could favour a
successful tank attack and the stalemate could be broken in the Allies favour.
Although successful in securing the trench (actually a continuous underground bunker 30 feet
below the ground) the Battalion suffered 106 casualties. The War Diary records the action:
TUNNEL Trench was taken by ‘A’ Coy. without great opposition, ‘B’ Coy on the left was held up for
about ¾ hour by a machine gun post and suffered heavy casualties’.

Alec Stimpson was one of the 19 killed in the action. The subsequent tank invasion, though
initially successful in breaking the Hindenburg line, eventually lost the ground under German
counter-attacks. The war dragged on for another year. Alec Stimpson, 23 years old, is
commemorated with his comrades by a memorial in a special section of the War Cemetery at
Arras, Pas de Calais, France.
It was not just the young that died. Company Sergeant Major Frederick Barker M.C., whose
parents John and Eliza lived in Bunwell Street, was 44 when he died. He had retired from the
army after seeing action in the Ashanti and South African Campaigns but volunteered again in
1914 at the outbreak of war. Awarded the Military Cross in August 1916, he died three
months later from wounds received on the Somme. The citation for his MC recognised the
value of his mature leadership:
‘For consistent gallantry. Though 44 years of age, he at once, after 10 years retirement,
offered himself for service with the colours, and has done fine work since, notably when, with 35 men,
he held his own during an attack for two days in a shallow trench without food or water. He is always
cheery, and a fine example to all ranks’. (19th August 1916 Supplement to the London Gazette)

The engagement in which CSM Barker was killed is recorded in Lt. Col. Prior’s War Diary
for the 9th Bn. Norfolk Regiment. He notes that on the 18th October an attack was launched at
03.40 hrs and ‘part of Mild Trench successfully occupied’. A private letter from a Lieutenant
Cubitt provides more detail:
For 48 hours, with water up to our knees, soaked to the skin, practically no water to drink, and dead
beat, those splendid boys ‘stood to,’ fought, and bombed, and held on. It was glorious to see how when
one man was killed another took his place, and, when he fell, a third man. They were all heroes.5

The War Diary notes there were 248 casualties: 9 officers and 239 ‘other ranks’. C.S.M.
Fredrick Barker was one of those 239 ‘other ranks’.
The Middle Eastern Front
Charles Breeze signed up at the Norfolk Regiment Headquarters in Great Yarmouth in1883 at
the age of 18. His Service record notes that he was an agricultural labourer. His father James
Breeze, was the licensee of The Sawyers PH at Suton, later to take over the Crown and
Anchor PH in Bunwell Street.6 Little is known of Charles’ early service record. We do know
that in 1883, the 2nd Battalion of the Norfolk regiment was serving in Bengal and it is
possible Charles saw service there. At the outbreak of the Great War, Charles at 47, although
a reservist may well have expected his army career to be over; it was not to be so.
5

F. Loraine Petrie OBE, The History of the Norfolk Regiment, Vol II 1914-1918, (Norwich: Jarrold and Sons,
Ltd.), p.260.
6
After the death of James Breeze, his wife Emily continued as licensee until 1908. The Crown and Anchor
closed in 1961and is now the private residence Crown Cottage.
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The need to safeguard supplies of oil for Britain’s large naval fleet, led to a decision to protect
British interests in the oil fields and pipelines around Basra. In August 1914, reservists were
called up and the 2nd Bn. Norfolk Regiment drafted in to join the 18th India Brigade to fight
in what was to become known as the Mesopotamia Campaign.
Their early successes in securing the oil fields encouraged the British forces into incursions
northwards up the Tigris valley towards Baghdad. At that time the Turkish Ottoman Empire
was allied to the Germans. Both Lloyd George and Churchill believed that to take
Mesopotamia would seriously weaken Germany thus taking pressure off the Western Front.
It was not Britain’s finest campaign; disagreements in objectives between London and the
local commanders, equipment unsuitable for desert conditions, and inadequately trained
troops all eventually culminated in a disastrous defeat at the battle of Ctesiphon in November
1915. The army retreated to Kut al Amara where it was besieged by the Turkish troops for
147 days. Three military attempts were made to relieve the besieged troops; all failed, as did
an offer of money in return for a conditional surrender with an exchange of prisoners. On 29th
April hunger within the garrison was so acute that the British commander, General
Townshend, ‘destroyed his guns and most of his munitions and had sent to Halil that he was
ready to surrender’.7 He did so unconditionally.
That Charles Breeze was one of the besieged soldiers at Kut al Amara we know, not from the
garrison records which were destroyed with the munitions, but from the records of the prison
camp to which he was subsequently sent.

Figure 4, The Mesopotamian Campaign
Journey made by the British and Indian prisoners of war from Kut al Amara to the prison camp at Afion Kara
Hissar.
7

Brig-Gen. F.J.Moberly, The Official History of the Great War. The Campaign in Mesopotamia 1914-1918, 2
vols. (London: HMSO, 1924), I, p. 457. Emir Halil was the Turkish commanding officer
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Despite their protests, the British officers were separated from the rank and file and exiled to
Asia Minor where they were by all accounts well treated. Not so the soldiers: they were
force-marched from Kut to Baghdad then later transhipped by rail wagons to Samara. From
Samara they were marched 370 miles across the desert to the railhead at Ras al Ain, then
transported by rail, either to work as slave labour on the construction of the railway or to a
number of prison camps in Anatolia (Fig. 4). We only know of Charles Breeze that he died in
captivity at Afion-Kara-Hissar. Accounts of this camp vary. In 1916 the Camp
Commandant, Mazloum Bey, was reported as ‘a conscienceless, cruel and despotic creature’
who took ‘the greatest pleasure in worrying and torturing the prisoners.’8 The History of the
Great War notes:
‘At Afion Quarahisar the men at first met with most brutal treatment from its Turkish Commandant; but
his flogging and treatment of prisoners became so notorious that the Turkish Government, under
pressure, removed him in 1917 and thenceforward conditions gradually improved until they became
good.’9

In the later stages of the war interventions by the United States ambassador in Constantinople,
and later from the Netherlands Ambassador, helped to further promote the prisoners welfare.
Such interventions were too late for Charles Breeze who died on 13th November 1916.
Baghdad eventually fell to the British in March 1917. In April of that year a permanent war
cemetery was begun beyond the North Gate of the city for the burial and commemoration of
those who had died and ‘buried where they fell’ in campaigns and prison camps in the
Mesopotamian Campaign. The war graves from Afion-Kara- Hissar were moved here, many
of their headstones inscribed, ‘Buried near this spot’.
Compared to the better-documented and much nearer-to-home-battles of the Western Front,
the Mesopotamian Campaign has been described as ‘The Neglected War’ and its soldiers
‘The Forgotten Army’.10 Charles Breeze and all the ten thousand British and Indian troops,
who were handed over to the Turkish Army after the surrender at Kut, deserve our
remembrance.
War graves at St Michael’s Bunwell
To the east of the church is a group of three graves, easily located by their bright, lichen-free
masonry. Maintained ‘in perpetuity’ by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission they
mark the last resting places of three Bunwell men who died in England from their wounds.
The easternmost is a curious grave in the form of a stone cross lying at an angle within a
rectangular stone kerb (Fig.5). Erected by subscription from the Rector, the Boy Scouts and
The Friends of Bunwell, the symbolism of the fallen cross is inescapable; it marks the grave
of a much-loved man.
William James Churchill was a regular soldier who had served in the South African War. In
1911 he left the army as a reservist and became Bunwell’s village postman. Interested in the
development of young people, he was Scoutmaster to the Bunwell troop, and actually

8

Rev. Joseph Naayem, Shall this Nation Die?, (New York: Chaldean Rescue, 1920). An account by The Rev.
Naayem who was sent by the Chaldean Patriarch of Baghdad as a Chaplain to the Allied Prisoners of War and
served there from December 17th 1915
9
See footnote 7, p.465.
10
A.J.Barker, The Neglected War, Mesopotamia 1914-1918, (London: Faber and Faber 1967)
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camping with them at Corton near Lowestoft when war broke out. He was immediately
recalled to his regiment and saw active service in France and Belgium.
With the 1st Bn. Norfolk Regiment Sergeant Churchill took part in one of the many battles to
secure Hill 60, a low artificial hill in a commanding position overlooking the plains south of
Ypres. From18th to 20th April 1915 the Norfolks assisted in repulsing a counter attack by
German forces intent on recovering the hill. Although the Norfolks fired from the cover of
their trenches, they suffered heavy bombardment from the German artillery; 19 were killed
and 79 wounded. Sergeant Churchill, one of the wounded was repatriated to England but died
of his wounds in the General Hospital Wandsworth on 22nd May 1915.

Figure 5, The grave of 6276 Sergeant William James Churchill 1st Bn. Norfolk Regiment

He was buried at St Michael’s Bunwell with full military honours.
described in the Eastern Daily Press:

The occasion was

A large number of parishioners and friends from the surrounding villages attended the funeral. Long
before the time of burial, the church was filled, and quite two or three hundred were waiting outside for
the procession, which was a most imposing one. The cortege from the deceased’s house to the church,
was preceded by a party of fifty of the Norfolks, consisting of the firing party and bugles and drums, all
of whom had been out to the front, wounded , and were home for convalescence, while four sergeants
of the Norfolks acted as bearers. The coffin was covered with the Union Jack. […] After the committal
the firing party fired the usual three volleys, and ‘Last Post’ was sounded.11

Almost a year later, the Eastern Daily press carried a similar report of another military funeral
at St Michael’s, this time for Sapper Jack Smith of the 1st Canadian Tunnelling Coy. Canadian
Engineers. Like many young men at the time Jack Smith had emigrated to Canada only to
volunteer for military service, return to England and enter the war in Europe with
Commonwealth troops. Jack Smith had originally enlisted in the Grenadier Guards at Ontario
but later in response to a call for volunteers transferred to the 1st Canadian Tunnelling
Company.

11

Eastern Daily Press, May 1915
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The technique of undermining enemy positions, as used at Hill 60, meant that tunnellers were
in great demand. In June 1916 when tunnelling activities were at their peak there were 33
British and Commonwealth tunnelling companies. Tunnellers were working at, under, and in
front of the ‘front line’ vulnerable to the hazards of mining as well as soldiering. It was not
unknown for British and Commonwealth tunnelling companies by mischance to break into the
tunnels of the enemy and have to engage in an underground fight. Exactly where Jack Smith
received his injuries is not known, but we do know that Canadian Tunnellers were working at
Vimy Ridge at this time.
Jack Smith enlisted on 27th December 1915.and arrived in England on 10th January1916. His
military records show that on 27th May 1916 at a military hospital at Etaples in France he was
diagnosed as suffering from shell shock and internal injuries. He was repatriated to England
and died at Yarrow hospital Broadstairs on 2nd June. His is buried in St Michael’s
churchyard. His memorial is clearly recognisable by the incised maple leaf. (Fig.6)

Figure 6, The grave of 601337 Sapper Jack Smith, 1st Canadian Tunnelling Coy, Canadian Engineers

The third grave in this group belongs to Sapper Arthur Ward. The exact circumstances of his
death are not known. As a young man he trained as a wheelwright and at the time of his death,
at the age of 31, was stationed at a Royal Engineers’ training camp at Deganwy Wales. This
camp was used to train new recruits in engineering basics before sending them overseas. As
an older sapper with a practical background Arthur Ward may well have been involved in the
training of recruits when he died, perhaps through illness or accident, but just as the others, in
the cause of his country.
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Figure 7, The grave of 85218 Sapper Arthur Ward 1st Depot Coy. Royal Engineers
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