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BEHIND THE LINES: THE STORY OF THE IRON TWELVE

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

This is the story of eleven British soldiers, trapped behind the lines in the retreat from Mons
to the Marne in the summer of 1914. It tells how they became encircled behind the German
lines, how they were sheltered by French villagers, and later captured and shot by the

Germans.

As a piece of Western Front drama it is unsurpassed. The story has many epic elements:
battles, escape, flight, solidarity, fortitude against all odds, humanity, endurance, courage,
betrayal, death and tragedy. Even sex has a part to play. If it was scripted and cast in
Hol | ywood, it would scarcely be believed.
‘“about a terr i bl'eTheeexetutioms dvare cammittet im eold W@od and
almost certainly after some judicial or quasi-judicial process. Today the episode remains the

largest single execution of its type of British soldiers by the German Army in the Great War.

Apart from its chilling drama the story is important for other reasons. The incident underlines
the courage of the soldiers concerned. They could have surrendered to the German search
parties scouring the countryside for them, and done so with honour, having acquitted
themselves with distinction in battle. They had no further points to prove. The relative peace
of a quiet war in a prisoner of war camp beckoned. That they refused in such numbers says
much about the motivation and tenacity of
sheltered them could have asked the soldiers to move on, arguing that their presence in the
midst of a French village endangered those who were looking after them; that the burden of

their care should be shared with others. They did not do so.

The drama draws attention to a hitherto neglected aspect of Western Front history: the fate of
those British and French soldiers cut off in the summer and autumn of 1914. One book has
appeared which detailed the fate of four of them? at Villeret, not far from the location of this

story. Some authors mention them in passing® * but on the whole it remains a neglected topic.



Nevertheless it i s ° acdoumtaand frénT tiee meseabclo dorfductdd doP h a i | * s
this study, that there were considerable numbers of British and French soldiers trapped behind
the lines. The areas around Guise, St. Quentin, Le Cateau and Nouvion seem to have been
thick with them, doubtless attracted by the presence of dense woods in which to hide. Their
number is unknown, but they were a problem for the Germans. They were, for the most part,
current regular army or recently recalled from the reserves, all trained and armed. Should the
Allied armies ever return they had the potential to create serious problems for the Germans.
The Germans had to try to capture them; their efforts used men and material that could
otherwise have been used at the Front. Those encircled by the Germans contributed to the

Allied war effort in their own unique way.

From early 1915 the Germans became increasingly intolerant of British soldiers on the run.
Those caught were at risk of being executed. The number captured and executed by the
Germans is not known. Today the only evidence are the Commonwealth War Grave
Commission (CWGC) headstones in some quiet corner of a communal cemetery carrying a
date of death long after the tide of battle had passed by. One informed estimate puts the

figure at ®more than 50

A further reason for studying this subject is that it prompts a re-evaluation of the place of

women on the Western Front. To say that women are typically portrayed in much of the
Western Front l'iteratupreéeeam membefermifng ab’
either as nurses in a base hospital, or in a munitions factory, far removed from the trenches

where t he ‘' r eal "thingvd an exaggerationo—bug ihis notimsch o aman &n

this account women step out from behind the capstan-lathe, they lay aside the bedpan, and

move centre-stage. It is impossible to study the experiences of escapees behind the lines

without being struck by the central role taken by women. In the Public Record Office (PRO)

at Kew there is a register of the awards given by the British government to Belgian and

French citizens who helped Allied escapees.’ It contains hundreds of names, just under half

of who were female. This was as much a woma
based on stereotymaes’ ofl ameé’ ‘amdeshe®fcmior py
munitions factory have to be laid aside here. In this war the front line was behind the lines

and many of the troops wore petticoats.



McPhail® argues that this was because women could move about without attracting German
attention, but this story shows that their sex was much more than battle-dress. In essence
McPhail sees female attributes as essentially negative — women succeeded because they were
not men, rather than because of their own competences. Nor does the camouflage argument
account for the zeal with which they carried out their mission. With their gender came the
key attributes demanded by their new duties. Caring, organising, sheltering, nurturing,
feeding, protecting, nursing — these qualities are feminine rather than masculine. In addition
these women had those intangible personal characteristics of endurance, improvisation and
sang-froid essential for the very dangerous work they were undertaking, qualities which, in
another context, TomWolf’l abel |l ed ‘the right stuff’

This article describes the sources of information used. The soldiers at the heart of this story
are named, along with what personal information is known about them. It then moves into an
account of how the tragedy unfolded and its aftermath, including how the British government
honoured the French families concerned. It concludes by raising some unanswered questions

about the affair, and proposes possible answers to them.

THE SOURCES OF INFORMATION USED

The existing written accounts were read and where necessary translated into English. Likely
Great War Internet sites were scanned, as were the War Diaries of the two battalions most
concerned. Information about the soldiers was gleaned from the CWGC database, *° Soldiers
Died in the Great War,** the War Survivors and Ward Dead file in the Public Record Office, *?
Medal Rolls, Irish genealogy websites, and the 1901 and 1911 Censuses of England and
Wales. The Mayor of Iron was interviewed. The families of two of the executed soldiers
were contacted: one gave access to family letters and recalled family history. Finally, several
site visits were made and photographs taken of places of interest. Because of their importance
the existing written accounts are first reviewed and evaluated. The other sources will be

referenced as the story unfolds.

The Existing Written Accounts:

There are three main written sources. These are:

And



Les onze ArfgThispamphledwaslpublished locally. The author(s) are unknown
(but almost certainly French). The date of publication appears to have been in the early
1920s. It is important, as the other accounts appear to use it as a source document. It seems
to have been written by someone who had access to some of the surviving French
participants. It does not attempt to be impartial: the Germans are vilified on every occasion,
as are the French people who in any way helped to betray the soldiers. In places it contradicts
itself. For this article the document was fully translated into English; this gave a fuller picture

of the events and enabled some small corrections to be made to existing accounts.

Its strengths are that it gives the most detailed and entirely plausible account of what
happened to the soldiers up until the moment of their arrest. It is the earliest account of the
disaster and its proximity to the events it describes increases its credibility. Its weakness is
that it is not obvious how the author(s) could have known what took place during the three
days the soldiers were in German hands. As yet no German account of this has been traced.
For this reason the version of the detention and execution of the eleven British soldiers

offered in Les onze Anglaigppears clichéd and perhaps should be treated with caution.

The Secret of the Milt* This appeared in a US magazine in the late 1920s. It is based on
local documents and interviews with civilian survivors. Its strengths are that it provides a
more detailed picture of the involved French families, their personalities, and of the post-war
aftermath. It has two weaknesses. When compared with Les onze Aglais the story it relates
omits several key events and this lead it to make important mistakes. Second, like Les onze
Anglais it is very vague about what happened to the British soldiers once they passed into

German custody. The Secreis strong on character but weak on fact.

Shot by the Enemy, at the Chatedu. Written by a Branch Chairman of the Western Front
Association, Derek Smith, it is a detailed and painstaking account of the tragedy. Smith is not
specific about his sources, but Shot by the Eemyseems to draw on both The Secreénd Les
onze Anglaismore on the latter than on the former. It uses British military history sources to
give a short account of the two British military disasters in August 1914 (Etreux and Le
Grand Fayt), which form the prelude to the story. It is very strong on the history of the
French families and other participants in the years after the war, drawing both on material
published in a local newspaper,*® and on an interview with M. Gruselle, the Mayor of Iron,

the great-grandson of Madame Léonie Logez, the principal carer for the British soldiers. His
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recollections of the story as retold over the years in his family have been a vital source of
information. Shot by the Enerhys i mpor t ance i s ndocomprehendivy
account of the tragedy, but because it raises two still unresolved questions about this affair,

namely:

1. Was there a twelfth British soldier who escaped the clutches of the Germans?

2. Why did the soldiers stay in Iron rather than try to escape back to the UK?

Derek Smith provides possible answers to some of these questions. Alternative answers are

suggested in this article.
THE SOLDIERS
Details of the soldiers are given on Table 1. Unless otherwise stated all ages are at the time of

death. Table 1 has been compiled from SDGW,” the CWGC Casualty Register,'® these two

sources Yyielded data for all the soldiers listed. A partial search of WO 363: War Survivors

and War Dead, t he “prbducedm tompiete attestatienrpaps for Denis| e |

Buckley and a badly damaged fragment for Daniel Horgan. Other sources used are referenced
at the foot of the table.

The fragmentary nature of the information about the soldiers makes it impossible to draw any
firm conclusions. At first glance they appear to have been a typical cross-section of soldiers
drawn from the 1914 Regular Army. Six were Irish, four or five were English and one was
possibly born in America. These figures appear to reflect the heavy dependence of the British
Army on Irish-born soldiers; this reliance had declined since the mid-nineteenth century when

more than one-third of recruits were Irish?® but they were still very important in 1914. As

Hol mes notes of the British Ar my?iThefiglr&1 4,

suggest that in turn Irish regiments were dependent upon English recruits. The eldest was
Matthew Wilson who was 36; the average age was about 24: the youngest appears to have
been Daniel Horgan who would have been 18 or 19. A 17-year-old is reported to have been
in the group,? but no soldier of that age has been traced. Horgan was the youngest, but his
stated age may be incorrect. His attestation papers are vague as to his birthday stating only
that he was ‘“born 1896

n

t
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Table 1: Details of the Eleven British Soldiers Executed at Guise on 25 February 1915

No. Rank Name Unit Personal Information
6240 | Private Denis Buckley 2" Royal Munster | Born and lived in Cork. Aged 18 when
Fusiliers he enlisted in Cork in 1908. Worked as
a labourer with previous service in the
King' s Royal Ri f I
9852 | Private Daniel Horgan 2™ Royal Munster | Born in 1896, enlisted and lived in
Fusiliers Cork. Previous occupation: farm
labourer.
9381 | Private George Howard 2" Connaught Born St. Phillips, Sheffield (1) in which
Rangers town he enlisted. Lived in View Road,
Heeley, Sheffield. Aged 28. Joined
Army pre-1914, two of his brothers
were killed in the War (2).
7845 | Private Fred Innocent 2" Royal Munster | Born in Nottingham, enlisted and lived
Fusiliers in Nottingham (Lenton). Aged 27.
7925 | Lance Corporal James Moffatt 2" Royal Munster | Born and enlisted in Birkenhead. Lived
Fusiliers in Hunslet, Yorks.
8713 | Private Terence Murphy 2™ Connaught Born and enlisted in Ballisodare, Co.
Rangers Sligo, Ireland. Aged 29; married eight
days before embarkation for France (3).
10084 | Private John Nash 2" Royal Munster | Born in Sneem and enlisted in Tralee,
Fusiliers both Co. Kerry, Ireland. Aged 21.
6943 | Lance Corporal | John William Stent 15" ( Th e KiAnative of Bromley, Kent. Enlisted in
Hussars London. Born 1890
9472 | Private William Thompson 2" Connaught Born either in ‘A
Rangers Attercliffe, Sheffield (5) where he
enlisted. Son of Emma Thompson of
45, Dutton Road, Owlerton. Aged 24.
Joined up in 1907. The crack shot of
the regiment and a fine athlete (6).
6594 | Private John Walsh 2" Connaught Born, lived and enlisted in Tullamore,
Rangers Offaly, Ireland. Aged 33.
7010 | Private Matthew Wilson 2" Connaught Born and lived in Ahascreagh, Co.
Rangers Galway, enlisted Galway, Ireland.
Aged 36 (7), the oldest of the eleven.

Additional Sources

1. Ireland's Memorial Records 1914-1918: Being the names of Irishmen who fell in the Great European
War 1914-18. Vol 4, p.193.
2. A Heely Victimin TheRanger: the Regimental Magazine of the Connaught Rangedste.
3. County Sligo Heritage and Genealogy Society Website:
http://sligo.brsgenealogy.com/view_detail.php?recordid=609622&type=bch&recordCentre=sligo&PHP

SESSID=47fa20216873cabe3c2e09c230455133. Accessed 17.09.09.

~N oo

Betrayedin The Ranger: the Regimental Magazine of the Connaught Rangers, IssuelNa814,
Ireland's Memorial Records 1914-1918: op.cit, Vol.8, p.157.
Betrayedin The Ranger: the Regimental Magazine of the Connaught Rangers, Issue No.14, 1928.

Ireland's Memorial Records 1914-1918: op.cit, Vol.8, p.335.

Perhaps it is possible to see in the composition of the group an element that contributed to the

tragedy which was to befall them. It is obvious from Table 1 that there was nobody with any

great claim to seniority based on rank, age, military decoration or service. Whatever small


http://sligo.brsgenealogy.com/view_detail.php?recordid=609622&type=bch&recordCentre=sligo&PHPSESSID=47fa20216873cabe3c2e09c230455133
http://sligo.brsgenealogy.com/view_detail.php?recordid=609622&type=bch&recordCentre=sligo&PHPSESSID=47fa20216873cabe3c2e09c230455133

differences had existed may not have survived once the group was hiding from the Germans.
Removed from the Army with its symbols, rituals and routines (uniform, drill, senior officers,
pay, di scipline) then any i ndi vasedanthd Arngy
rank may well have evaporated. Lacking direction and control, and any individual who could
have taken and imposed the hard decisions that had to be made if any were to be saved, then

perhaps this group were drifting to disaster from the very start.

Formal command is only one source of authority. Perhaps one possessed the charisma to
impose his personality on the group, but no trace of such a man survives. It is only at their
last moment that any one of them steps out from the group and makes a personal mark, and

this account cannot be verified. They truly were les onze Anglaiand not eleven individuals.
THE BACKGROUND

It is beyond doubt that these soldiers were stragglers from two encounters between the
German and British armies in the last week of 1914. These were at Le Grand Fayt and
Etreux. Both the 2™ Royal Munster Fusiliers (2RMF) and the 2™ Connaught Rangers (2CR)
were part of 1 Corps; 2CR were part of the 2™ Division, 5™ Infantry Brigade; 2RMF were a
1% (Guards) Brigade battalion in the 1 Division. On the afternoon of 26 August 2CR were
deployed about 2 miles east of Landrecies; they had been detailed to act as rear-guard to the
Brigade’s retreat. Mi sinformed as to

an area around Marbaix and Le Grand Fayt. They emerged with nearly 300 men missing.?

The next day (27 August) 2RMF and two troops of the 15" Hussars were defending the
crossings of Sambre Canal between Catillon and Etreux, about six miles south-west of Le
Grand Fayt. They were deployed along the road linking Bergues and Chapeau Rouge. They
came under German attack during the morning. Orders to retire from Brigadier-General
Maxse GOC 1% Guards Brigade never reached them. They were left isolated as other units in
the Brigade on their flanks withdrew and by early evening their line of retreat across the canal
to the relative safety of Guise had been severed. Surrounded by a much superior German
force, they lost their CO, Major Charrier. His successor, Lieutenant Gower, surrendered at

about 9.15 pm.?* He was subsequently interned in Holland.*

c |
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From his internment he wrote an account of the battle and of its aftermath.”® It appears from
this that the Germans had considerable difficulties in locating the missing Munsters after the
battle. Whilst he was their prisoner Gower observed that the Germans were still bringing in
Munsters from the battlefield up to nine days after the battle. Using the information in
Gower’'s |l etter, Mc C4 and 8DGYV it riseapdiblm éo redtiraate theh i st or
number of Munsters who escaped the action and the subsequent German round-up. This is

presented on Table 2.

Table 2: Estimate of the Number of the 2™ Battalion Royal Munster Fusiliers Missing
and Unaccounted for on 4 September 1914

Strength No. Casualties, Missing and Survivors No.

On embarkation 13 August 1914 1008 (1) Stragglers lost between Mons and Etreux 30 (2)
Killed: 14 August —4 September 1914 108 (3)
Wounded 106 (4)
Prisoners 444 (4)
Present at Roll Call on 29 August 201 (5)
Missing and Unaccounted For 119

Totals: 1008 1008

Sources and Notes:
(1) McCance S., History of the Royal Munster Fusiliers 1861 to 192212.

(2 Aut hor’' s esti mat e. On 24 August 19ramtherBtReMF wer e i
fell back to Fesmy, near Etreux. McCance notes that stragglers were lost en-route, but does not say
how many, stating only that the | osses ‘compared

(3) Soldiers Died In The Great War 1918 CD-ROMVersion 2.0
(4) WO 95/1275 War diary of the 2nd Battalion the Royal Munster Fusiliers, Letter from Captain W.
Gower to LieutenanGeneral to Sir H. Botfield 14 December 1914.

(5) McCance S., op.cit., p.121.

Assuming 30 stragglers became lost before the battle of Etreux, then there were about 120

Munsters still on the runone-we ek after the battl e. Gower s
estimate the minimum numbers of 2RMF in hiding. He knew the numbers of prisoners and
wounded (he uses t lrébe the owumder of woxnded)t butyhé coutdo d e s
neither have known the number of dead; bodies would be scattered over quite an extensive

area, others obliterated; nor could he have known how many were on the run. Gower

estimated that there were 159 Munsters killed in action during the Etreux battle. With the

benefit of hindsight it can be seen that that figure is incorrect. SDGW gives the number of

RMF who died between 27 August and 4 September 1914 as 108. The difference of 51

bet ween Gower ' ® maesatcuraieacoust in &SDGW ig probably a good



indication of the minimum number of Munsters who went into hiding at the end of the battle.
An alternative explanation is that Gower well knew that there were numbers of 2RMF in
hiding but writing from his place of internment he chose to conceal it by inflating his estimate

of the number of dead.

It can be stated with some confidence that the numbers of 2RMF missing one week after
Etreux was between about 50 and 120. Anecdotal evidence supports the idea that there were
considerable numbers of Munsters trying to escape. Beaumont, another soldier trying to
return to the UK, describes a night passed i

1915. Of the fourteen or so soldiers there that night, ten were Munsters.?

Estimating the number of Connaught Rangers trapped behind the lines after the disaster at Le
Grand Fayt on August 26 is more difficult. What is known is that of the 300 Rangers missing,
17 were killed® or died between 26 August and 4 September.*®> How many of the remaining
280 or so ended as PoW, on the run, or escaped to rejoin their units is not known. Such large
numbers of missing soldiers were made possible by both natural and man-made causes. The
natural causes can be found in the nature of countryside. The area in which both of these
battles took place is quite unlike the plains of Picardy, Champagne, Flanders and the Somme
where the bulk of Western Front fighting took place. Thisis L 6 A v e, svieere thes last
vestiges of the Ardennes meet the plains of north-west France. Now, as then, it is a
combination of lush, undulating, well-watered small fields, surrounded by thick hedges with
few gaps, interspersed with the great, dense forests such as Nouvion and Mormal. The term
bocageis often used to describe the countryside and indeed the region is much more like
Normandy than the Nord and Pas-de-Calais. Further, in late August the crops would have

been well grown but unharvested due to the war providing escapees with further cover.

Nature sometimes receives a helping human hand and the German Army provided this. First,

there is some evidence that at least one of the eleven soldiers, William Thompson, spent some

time in German custody. According to a posting on The Great War Forum*> Thompson’ s
greatgrand-d aught er i s quoted as saying that he, a
prisoner by the Germans at a place called Bo[ué].*> They were taken to a forest nearby but it

was bombed by the British and in the confusion the men escaped and hid themselves in the

woods till October the 21%. ° Thi s evidence shows t hat

arrangements were possibly lacking, but as some of the eleven soldiers were armed when they
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were finally captured, it is likely that not all of them passed through German hands.

Map 1: Iron, Etreux and the Surrounding Area as they appeared on a 1917 German

Army map.

La Queue de Boue is the western end of the Nouvion Forest To the east south of WaSS|gny can be seen the
Andigny Forest. Both of these forests provided shelter for Allied soldiers behind the lines. The Munsters held
the line on the road from Bergues north to Chapeau Rouge, just off the map, and fell back to Etreux. Le
Grand Fayt lies just to the north of the mapGuise just to the south. (Extract fronNo.59 (Sept 1917)
Strassenkarte de 2 Arme&edruckt v.d. Zentraktelle d. Vermessung dienste der 2.Arme8ource: Army

Trench and Operations Maps from the National Archives, GBDM published by the Naval and Mikiry

Press: map of Arras/alenciennesSt. Quentin area in General™, 4", 6" and 17" Army folder)

Second, the Germans forced many local residents into the forests around Nouvion. McPhail*

cites a diary kept by a M. Leduc a local head-teacher in which he describes how, on 24
August, the Germans entered Nouvion and set fire to the town as a reprisal for alleged sniping
by the locals against the Germans. Whether or not there had been such attacks is not clear;
possibly the Germans were fearful of a repetition of the damage inflicted by francstireurs, or
civilian sharpshooters, on German forces during the Franco-German war of 1870-71. The
locals, and the refugees who had taken shelter with them, were forced to move into the fields
and the forest. This happened three days before the battle at Etreux, and two before that at Le
Grand Fayt. Thus any fleeing British soldier would find camouflage in numbers. The sight of
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people living rough in the forests around Nouvion would not attract any special German
attention. Further, given the presence of Flemish-speaking Belgian refugees, neither would
anyone who was unable to speak French. In this sense the Germans had already prepared

relatively safe havens for the British soldiers before the two battles had started.

Caption: After the Battle: German Soldiers in Etreux

In late August and early September the woods and fields were hiding Belgian, French and
British soldiers, as well as refugees. A local woman, Aline Carpentier who was, according to
McPhailan® assi duous observer and diarist’; not ed
hid in the woods and abandoned houses torn between remaining concealed and trying to
rej oi n t**hOn the same day her son found a group of twenty British soldiers hiding
in the undergrowth. Local villages appear to have kept soldiers in hiding supplied with food,

and acted as guides, scouts and lookouts for them.*

The German reaction to these unwanted guests was initially tolerant. Any Allied soldier
could come out of hiding and surrender and expect to be treated as a POW. The Germans
began issuing a series of proclamations giving Allied soldiers a period of grace (usually one
or two weeks) in which to surrender. This could indicate a growing concern on the part of the

Germans about the number of Allied soldiers on the run behind their lines. Numerous
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pronouncements appeared stating that after a period of grace any British soldier caught in or
out of uniform would be regarded as a spy and shot. Smith cites four such proclamations: 2
November 1914, 8 November 1914, 1 March 1915 and 15 October 1915.*® McPhail states
that according to German pronouncements any Allied soldier taken after 4 December would
be shot.®” A reward of ten francs per head was offered to anyone turning in an Allied soldier
on the run. This was hardly exorbitant, about the same as the average daily wage for a skilled
worker in France in 1913.® The small amount of reward money suggests that greed would

not determine whether or not informers turned in British soldiers.

German attitudes were not the only factor to change. Spending late August and September in
the woods and fields, fed and guarded by villagers could have been an idyllic experience. Yet
as late summer gave way to the rain and mists of a cold Aisne autumn, many soldiers felt
forced to seek somewhere warmer, drier and where food was more assured. This need
appears to have been a compelling one, which forced the eleven British soldiers into the arms

of the villagers of Iron.
THE ELEVEN BRITISH SOLDIERS IN IRON
The Soldiers Arrive in lron

The first contact came on 15 October 1914 when Vincent Chalandre came across nine British
soldiers in the fields near Iron, a small village of 500 souls about three miles to the south of
Etreux. The soldiers, still in possession of their rifles, were scavenging for raw carrots and
other root crops.* They asked Chalandre for bread. Chalandre was a retired silk weaver
living in Iron but he worked as a casual labourer for Monsieur and Madame Logez,
smallholders who owned a mill in Iron. Touched by the plight of the nine, reduced to rooting
in the fields for vegetables, Chalandre resolved to help them. Monsieur Logez had suffered a
stroke and appears to have been mentally incapable; in these circumstances Madame Léonie
Logez had taken over the running of the family business. As well as her husband, she had a

son, Oscar, aged 16, and daughter Jeanne, aged 15, to help her.

Cometh the hour, cometh the woman. For Walton, who met Madame Logez several times as

part of the research for his article he was:
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Caption: Iron today: much diminished in population the village is otherwise little changed from 1914.

greatly struck by her boundless energy even after the cruel trials that she suffered as a result
of her devoted care to the British soldiers. It was a rare experience to listen to this wonderful
French woman as she recalled in a most matter-of-fact way, how she responded to M.
Chalandreds request for aid: i és® poor éelbows who | do ot h
were | ost and starving?0 she asked. Alt was my si

saving the pauvres enfants, as she continually called them, with rare resolution.*

Lesonze Angladescri bes her as aoddyp ahHieificstrésponsean and
was to organise shelter for the nine soldiers in a large hut belonging to her, located in fields
she owned. This was very dangerous as there were Germans billeted in the village. Despite
the risks involved she organised food supplies for them, using her cover as a smallholder who
owned cows. She took soup and bread hidden in a milk bucket to the hut in which they were
hiding. She raised no suspicion with the resident Germans, whom she often met on her
errands of mercy to the fields. This arrangement lasted for five days. On October 20 the
weather deteriorated and Madame Logez decided that the nine soldiers should take a hot

supper and spend nights in her mill, a little to the north of the village. By day the soldiers

14



would return to the hut in the fields very early in the morning, returning only at nightfall.
This system continued until 1 November when it was decided to split the sleeping
accommodation. Five soldiers should sleep at the mill; four would goto Chalandr e s house |

the village itself.

Whether they were in the hut or at the mill, Madame Logez remained responsible for feeding

them. Her smallholding enabled her to move around carrying meat and cereals; her mill gave

her access to flour, which she used to bake bread for the soldiers. She organised a network of
women, rendezvous and pick-up points to furnish the considerable supplies demanded by the
daily task of feeding the nine sol diers. | n
wi f%%heir* her oi ¢’ daught &anda@adamea/igdeavho seauedtitem 2 O |
clothes, milk and food. A Mme Jules Dufour also helped; she ferried food and other supplies

from the house of a woman who had died during the invasion.** Madame Logez, Madame
Chalandre and Germaine remained responsible for taking the food to the soldiers in their hut.
Madame Chalandre had four other children apart from Germaine. These were: Marthe, aged

14; Marcel, 10; Leon, 7; and Clovis, 16.*® It was Clovis who, on 6 or 7 December discovered

two more British soldiers hiding in the woods. Madame Logez accommodated them with

alacrity observing only that®, “1f | can keep

The first portent of doom arrived on 15 December when forty German military police arrived

on motorcycles at the mill. Madame Logez, displaying considerable bravery and nerve,

delayed them just long enough for her daughter, Jeanette, to warn the soldiers who were

asleep in the loft to escape through the rear. They managed to get clear of the mill, crossed

the river and hid in a copse on the other side. The Germans surrounded and then entered the

mill. They searched it and found nothing save some flour and supplies, and no indication of

the English presence. Walton states thatthesol di er s used this escape r
i n danger *avhichsuggssts tbattiesiwas hot the only occasion the soldiers had a

close call. In a small, tightly-knit community, where many people were related and where

most people knew a great d e a | about other people’s busines
presence of the soldiers amongst them. It is possible that the raid of 15 December was the

result of information received by the Germans. On the other hand Madame Logez appeared

to think thatitwasa6o per qui siotri cammmpul sory confiscati on

the Germans routinely exacted from the French communities they occupied.*
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The Betrayal

In the village lived a woman named Blanche Maréchal. She was married and she was

generous with her sexual favours. Her lovers included German soldiers, or as Les onze
Anglaisput s it , “t he Ger man $° Andther vas Clovis Chalamdkee d i n
the 16-year-old son of Vincent Chalandre. There was some very indiscreet pillow talk during

which Clovis told her about the British soldiers. Blanche told her husband who made his own
enquiries, and he stimulated gossip. One wa

other lovers, Bachelet, a 66-year-old veteran of the Franco-Prussian war of 1870-71.

Clovis, who appears amply to justiff Les onzedeAxnagrliapgtsibon of hi m

youwas jeal ous of Bachel et. On the night
brasserie where Bachelet lodged and threw stonesatBa c hel et * s wi ndow. Bac
shocked Clovi s. Bachel et shouted, *You’l p
and the English—-y ou wi | | al | be s hotandtold no Gnk. dBachelet r et ur

was to be as good as his word.

On 22 February Bachelet, driven by “a>*thirst
went to the German military headquarters in Guise. There the Rear-Zone Commanding

Officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Waechter and his adjutant Kolera, received him. To these two

Bachelet denounced the soldiers and those who were sheltering them. On the same morning

Madame Logez, who suspected nothing, went to the same German military HQ. This was a
regular visit she made to r enedherthmvearaqundader ' s
freely. This document was usually granted to her without question, but this time she was

greeted very coldly and told that she would have stay there until the evening. The German

military HQ was unusually busy. While she was waiting, though an open door she saw

Waechter and Bachelet in the next room. Bachelet blanched when he saw her and he

indicated that he did not wish to say any more in front of her.

The Capture

Waechter began his preparations to take the British troops. All that day German troops

passed up and down the road between Guise and Iron. In the afternoon Waechter and
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Bachelet boarded a small convoy of two cars and a lorry in La Place des Armes in Guise and

set of f for Chal andre’s house in | ron.

Guerre Mondsale 1914-18
4 — GUISE - Rue André-Godin et Place d' Armes

Caption: La Phce des Armes, GuiseThe Germans left here eroute for Iron to capture the British soldiers

at Iron. On the right can be seen the pedestal of the statue of Camille Desmoulin, a Guisard and famous
French revolutionary. His statue was dismantled presurhaby the occupying German forces who may well

have found Camill eds brand of militant French republ
restored.

The arrival of the German troops was witnessed by one of the Logez ladies, probably

Jeanette.® Years later she told Walton:

We realised that when we saw the road suddenly covered with Boches that the crisis had
come. I tried as | had done on the first occasion

do anything for they had been told where they would be likely to find the men.>

On arrival at Chalandre’ s house Bachelet and
opened the door of the house. He saw Chal an
you to know that | have s ol d ou't you and the Engli shl!

feeding deserterst!’

The el even soldiers were in Chalandre’s | ar q

their clothes or shoes. They had guns and about 1,000 rounds of ammunition between them.
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They could have fought the Germans, but they went quietly, perhaps reasoning that any
resistance on their part would only lead to reprisals against the villagers. The Germans tied
their hands behind their backs, and then bound them in pairs. Along with Chalandre, they
were punched, kicked and beaten into the waiting lorries. According to Les onze Anglaist
least one was slashed on the thigh with a sabre.®™ Before they left the Germans torched the
Chalandre family home and all their possessions. The villagers were forced to witness the

incineration.®®

The soldiers were then taken to the German HQ in the Guise Town Hall located then, as now,
in rue Chantraine. At Madame Logez’ suggesH
such an eventuality. This said that the soldiers had been in Iron for a week; before that they

were living rough and stealing their food. They knew neither the mill, nor the Logez family.

It was only Chalandre who gave them food to eat, and then only for payment.

Gui se Town Hall in the Rue Chantraine. I't was here |
British soldiers, and where they were brought after their capture and held until their execution. Since 1915

the fagade has been cleaned andnovated, but its interior remains much the same. The neighbouring

houses whose inhabitants were disturbed by the screams of the British soldiers can be seen on the left of the

Town Hall.
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Next day, 23 February, Mrs. Chalandre, her daughter, Marthe, and her son, Clovis, were
arrested. They knew the cover story, but Clovis could not keep to it and he told the Germans
everything he knew, thus sealing the fate of soldiers and civilians alike. Madame Logez was
arrested on the evening of the 23 February and brought to Guise Town Hall. There she was
beaten up, and imprisoned in the open yard for two nights, next to where the British soldiers

were held. Whilst she was in detention the Germans returned to Iron and burned her mill to

the ground again in front of the assembled villagers.® The farm’'s poul try wa

spot by the Germans, loaded into two lorries and taken away.

At this point a curtain descends. The German record, if it exists, cannot now be traced. Les
onze Anglaiglaims that the twelve did not receive a trial or any form of hearing have to be
regarded with scepticism; indeed, Les onze Anglaisontradicts itself on this point later

quoting a newspaper report stating that the soldiers had received a trial, albeit a mock one.>®

Anothersour ce speaks of the soldiers passi g

It is likely that the soldiers and Chalandre were given some sort of hearing. Otherwise why
wait two days? A public mass execution in Iron immediately following the arrest, with a
blazing family home as a backdrop, would have been a very impressive demonstration of

German power and resolve.

Observed German practice in similar cases supports the idea that the twelve were put through
some type of formal hearing. For example there were three British soldiers arrested in St.
Quentin at about the same time,% and there is the well-documented fate of the four British
soldiers at Le Catelet.”" These seven soldiers received a military trial before sentence and it is
likely that the British soldiers and Chalandre went through the same process. On the other

hand, Waechter issued a lengthy public statement after the execution of the soldiers, in which

befo

he makes no reference to a trial scrdtheari ng;

The Execution

According to one newspaper report, the soldiers were badly beaten up on the night of 24-25
February, to such an extent that their cries woke the residents of Rue Chantraine.®® On the
morning of 25 February the twelve were wokenand subj ect ed to ‘' a

punches, whips, cudgels; blunt instruments and rubber hammers in an orgy of joyous and

strictly admini £ aif-eouscioss,atte twelwe sverequt ine Icatt yndl .
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taken into the Chateau at Guise by the porte-secoursa gate at the rear of the castle specially

built to allow the admission of reinforcements in times of crisis.

38. - GUISE. - Le Chateau fort (X Ve sitcle)

Caption: The relief gate, Guise Chateau. It was through this gate that the British soldiers and Chalandre
were led to their gice of execution on 25 February 1915.

On the other side of the relief gate a ditch had been dug. Everyone understood its
significance. The soldiers were made to stand along the edge of the ditch in two batches of

six. The youngest of the soldiers spoke briefly.” Hi s | ast wor dschinsep. e :
Remember — Englishmen were never slaves. No-one ¢ an s &hgn the doldidrs.
saluted. The order to fire was given twice; gunfire rang out and the Englishmen were mown
down and fell into their communal grave where a German soldier gave them the coup de

grace. Their bodies were then covered with soil.

At least this is the account given in Les onze Anglaiand by Walton. It is not wholly true
since, on exhumat i onedbehin eir backs®’dhiuseendsring the &tn d s
of the final salute impossible. Similarly exhumation revealed that only Chalandre of the
twelve had been give a coup de grace These errors beg the question as to how much of the
rest the account of the execution is the product of a fertile imagination rather than detached

and objective reporting.
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Caption: The execution site at Guise Chéateau today

Whether or not the British and Chalandre received a hearing, the members of the Logez and
Chalandre family were br ought before a military tribuna

She was given five years i mpri sonment |, Jea

Oscar, her son, was sentenced to penal servitude for an unspecified period. Madame

Chalandre was sent enced to four year s forced | abou
Germaine respectively drew three years and two-and-a-h a | f year s’ har d | a

sentences were served in German prisons.

Explaining the German Reaction

Whether or not a trial took place, the Guise executions were calculated, deliberate and carried
out in cold blood. The executions were large in terms of numbers; certainly nothing

equivalent in size has been traced. They may not have been illegal, but they were harsh and

this raises the question of why the Germans reacted in this way.

21



Occupying Germans had a choice as to how they handled captured Allied soldiers and their
helpers. The death penalty was by no means automatic; discretion was possible at every level.
Macintyre highlights several interesting cases, including one in which an eminent French lady
hid two British troops whilst simultaneously playing hostess to several German officer
lodgers. Her relationship with one of the German officers appears to have been intimate.
Eventually the two British soldiers tried to escape, were captured and promptly denounced her
to the Ger mans. One of the officers told hi

action was taken against her.®®

Not all caught soldiers were executed: the two soldiers in the previous incident appear to have

been spared. McPhail cites a case of three who were betrayed in St. Quentin; two were shot,

but the third was packed off to a PoW camp in Germany.®® Even a death sentence did not

necessarily lead to an execution. Private David Cruickshank of the 1% Battalion of the

Cameronians was taken in by a family at Le Cateau and remained undetected for two years.

He was captured and sentenced to death in October 1916. His protector, a Madame Baudhin,

was tried with him. Her son had been killed earlier in the war in the French Army. She saved
Cruickshank’s |ife with an i mpassioned pl ea
already robbed me of one mhogons hi Sopdl das. s
her pl ea Cruickshank’ s deat h sentence wa s

imprisonment.”

Even Waechter can be seen to have exercised some discretion. He could have shot Léonie
Logez, Madame Chalandre and other members of their families. His reasons for sparing them
and shooting the twelve men remain unclear, but any military governor requires at least a
measure of compliance from the ruled and this may have stayed his hand in the case of the
Chalandre and Logez families. He wanted the citizens of Aisne subdued with a sharp lesson;
he did not want a rebellion. Why he chose to execute them all remains unclear, but this was
the largest group of British soldiers taken from a single hiding place and it happened under his

nose. His professional pride may well have been severely bruised.
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THE AFTERMATH

A

Bacheletds Fat e

Bachelet’”s treachery was not yet finished.
concerning the whereabouts of other Allied soldiers on the run and in hiding around Iron.

Consequently the Germans mounted manhunts in the area during which an unknown number

of Allied soldiers “in hiding, who were wait
chance to escape to Hol | &rHdtook hisel20dranck neward e d , t a
for the Iron captives, but it seems to have brought him little consolation. He returned to live

in Iron where he was despised, rejected and reviled by the locals. On occasion he appears to

have been badly beaten up by them. He complained to the German authorities who did

nothing. He was captured and taken into custody when the Allied armies returned in

September 1918. He was loathed so much that his captors refused him food. He was

transferred to a military prison in Chalons-sur-Marne where he died in custody whilst his case

was being investigated, apparently from natural causes.”” In another account Bachelet is

reported as being found dead on arrival at the military prison.”® However he died he

maintained to the end that the men he had denounced to the Germans were not soldiers on the

run, but ‘deserters who had got what they de

The Logez Family

Madame Logez was sent to Delitsch prison which appears to have been an important

incarceration centre for French women convicted of helping British soldiers. There she was,

i n her own words treated |Ii ke a c¢criminal an
suffered greatly from the damp, and it sends a shiver through me today to think of the food we
wereforced t o eat . v was i1 mo st of the ti me

yearsandahalf—a purgatory that onl’'yHeedaugheriJeameitet h t h e
went with her to the same pri son.streetdvdielea me L o

he |Iived on neighbours charity until his de
in the mid to late 1920s he found that Madame Logez had re-married and was now Madame
Griselin. The Griselins were trying to rebuilt the mill burned by the Germans, but had had to

abandon their efforts due to lack of funds.
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The Chalandre Family

The three youngest Chalandre children, Marthe, Marcel and Leon were turned out onto the

street where, according to mtniel atch & ulotini $ tt ihe
served his sentence in Rheibach prison, near Bonn; his mother and sister Germaine went to

Siegburg, near Cologne. Here the Chalandre women found conditions similar to those

experienced by the Logez women in Delitsch. Madame Chal andr e’ s heal th d
such an extent that she was spitting blood.”” She was released with her daughter in 1917 and

returned to Iron where they were reunited with the three youngest children. The events of

February 1915 and what passed subsequently had severely depleted them all. The health of

all of the young Chalandre children was broken. Clovis, released after the Armistice, seems

to have been unhinged by his experiences and became mentally ill. Madame Chalandre died

in July 1919 and the burden of looking after the four children fell on Germaine. Marthe was
spitting bl ood; Leon ‘“was mucff Switheeporestha&ed by
both Marcel and Marthe subsequently died.

Germaine took on the role of provider for her younger siblings. She gained employment in
the Paris office of a US company, the Equitable Trust Company of New York and taught
herself typing and shorthand. In April 1922 she won a major competition sponsored by
| 61 n st forithe post desettving Parisienne worker, after being nominated by her fellow
employees. She won 40,000 francs, furniture and a car. In 1928 she married a M. Delchez.

She returned to Iron after the Second World War and saw out her days there.
Edith Stentds Visit to Iron

Waltonrepor t s t hat Stent’s sister, Mr s . Pryke,
Miss Stent had married Fred Pryke of Bromley, Kent and he too served in the war as a soldier

inthe15"( The King's) Hussars. Ac c or dsterfEdith, e 0 t he
school teacher.®® She was seven years older than her brother. Walton does not give a date for

the visit, but the evidence suggests that it was made between 1920 and 1927. Edith took away

from Iron a curious and important memento of the incident. After the events, Madame Logez

had found in the ruins of the mill a handwritten list of the names and addresses of nine of the

soldiers. It had been hidden under a stone. Madame Logez gave this list to Edith and it is

now lost.
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The Award of PoW Helpers Medals to the Logez and Chalandre Families

Recognition from the British government to Logez and Chalandre families came in September
1920. In brief, after the war two new medals, silver and bronze, were created for Belgians
and French who had helped British PoWs behind the lines. The Foreign Office (FO) ran the
awards system — British military intelligence identified names to British Ambassadors who
made recommendations to the FO. The FO had a wider remit than PoWs in Belgium and
France, notably British and non-British civilians in neutral countries throughout the world.
The effect of this wider brief was to absor
honour s’ hi erarchy of medal s, Empir e adewar ds,
this wider range of awards available to POW helpers: they were now eligible for a range of
decorations and medals, and not just the two new medals. The hierarchy of awards was as

follows:

CBE and letter of thanks

OBE and letter of thanks

Silver medal and letter of thanks

MBE and letter of thanks

The Medal of the British Empire and letter of thanks
Bronze medal and letter of thanks

Letter of Thanks

N o bk w e

A full description of how this system developed can be found in the Public Records Office®

as can a full list of the awards made to PoW helpers.?? This more liberal approach was not as
open-handed as it first appeared. In the relevant file there is a concern to restrict the number
of British Empire awards awarded to non-British subjects and to close the lists of those
eligible as quickly as possible. Certain awards were rationed. For example, there were to be
only two CBE awards made available to POW helpers and the number of bronze and silver

medals was limited to about 100 and 500 respectively.

A total of five were made to the two families most concerned. Two bronze medals went to
the Logez family, one each for mother and daughter. Three were awarded to the Chalandre
family: a silver medal to Vincent Chalandre; a bronze medal to his wife —and a bronze medal

for Clovis. An extract from the list of awards made to the Chalandre family is shown below:
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vourtral, rue du Chapitre ig,

CMANOIS’ Louis‘ . Be?-gl LcT-
Rieux (¥ord), rue I . :
CHALANIRE, Clovis)s: e a6l Fre LT,
lzlainersj?gnt Denis (Seine), . , ’
asBe larteau, 15,
CHALANTRR, Germaing (i1t - i g

Pleine Saint Denis, " {Seine
Impasse liarteau, 15, )

-T. ‘v.
CHALANIRE, Mons. (deceased) 4 -
II>1aina Saint Denis (Seine), :
mpasse Marteau 15 ; .
CM¥OINE. Jules. (ﬂnnan;aﬂ T A/ Aty ¥r. . %M'E
Caption: The Chalandre Familyb6s entries i-nas@dedmdi sc

means a bronze medal ;silverimedalcCaBpE. means OrdeMdd thesBrritgmEmpire.e s a

There are two points concerning the awards made to the Chalandre family, which require
explanati on. The first concerns Clespoonkes’ br c
Anglaisit was his lack of intelligence and weaknesses, which helped to condemn the soldiers,
the Logez family, killed his own father and, indirectly, his own mother and two of his
siblings. How could he be considered eligible for a POW helpers medal? The most likely
reason is that the bronze medal was a blanket award made to all helpers who had been
imprisoned by the Germans, and that British military intelligence did not enquire too carefully
into the circumstances of each case before passing on their findings to the relevant

Ambassador.

The second concerns Vincent Chalandre’s awar
that he was one of only 16 French and Belgian citizens considered for this award. He and two
others seem to have been disqualified from this award because they were dead and this award
was not made posthumously. Vincent Chalandre demonstrates his courage and dedication to
the Allied cause to such a level that it qualifies him for one of the highest honours in the
British honours system, but he is debarred from that very award because those self-same acts
result in his death before a German firing squad. Vincent was the victim of a Catch-22 of
which Joseph Heller would have been proud.®® The inability of the UK government to
recognise fully his valour is a direct outcome of a decision to bestow honours which were
inappropriate for what was, in effect, military type service. It is clear from the relevant file®
that this was due in |l arge part to the Ar my

civilians.
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It also appears from the British records as if Germaine Chalandre and Léonie Logez suffered
an injustice in that their services to the eleven would seem to merit a silver medal rather than
the bronze they received. Dame Adelaide Livingstone who worked in the British Embassy in
Brussels spelled out the criteria for the award of the higher award, the silver medal. In a letter
to Sir Frederick Ponsonby, one of the Pal ac

system she wrote of the gold medallion — which later became the silver medal.®®

€ the gold medallion [silver medal] is to be givel
indeed | am told that it is never to be given except in cases where the recipients have
risked their lives by sheltering our prisoners during the German occupation in their own
homes by giving them food and assistance at a time when they themselves were practically
starving. (Letter written by Dame Adelaide Livingstone, Chief of War Office Special Mission

to Sir Frederick Ponsonby, 14 January 1920).2°

The Chalandre and Logez ladies appear to have met all the relevant criteria for the award of a

silver medal. There appears to be no rational reason why they were awarded the lesser

recognition of a bronze medal.

Exhumations and Re-interments

Caption: The original burial plot in Guise Chateau. The twelve were buried where they were shot, in two
batches of six. This photo was taken in 1919 or 1920.
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The bodies of the eleven soldiers and M. Chalandre were exhumed in May 1920. The
sol di er s’ remains were placed in four

except in the case of M. Chalandre who was distinguished by his civilian clothes, and one of
the British soldiers, thought to be Fred Innocent, who was wearing a medallion.®” The coffins

were draped in a Union Jack and interred in a collective grave in Guise Communal Cemetery

under CWGC care where the soldiers are appropriately commemorated.

cof f

Caption: The collective grave of thdexen British soldiers. Above and to the right the brooding tower of the

chateau, their place of execution.

Chalandre was interred a few yards away. Today his grave is totally unmarked and utterly
neglected. How and why the grave of a French hero, considered by the British government to
be amongst the very bravest of the French and Belgian civilians to have helped Allied soldiers
trapped behind the lines, has come to this pass must be a matter of serious concern. It seems
likely that it is in part connected with the aftermath of the events of February 1915 which
killed his wife, two of his children, and sent a third mad. They swept away his family and

with them went those who most likely to ensure that his memory was preserved.®
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THE UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

Smi t h’ s ac c oS$hotby the fEneseudewith tree unanswered questions. These

are

1. Was there a twelfth British soldier who escaped the clutches of the Germans?

2. Why did the soldiers stay in Iron rather than try to escape back to the UK?

The Story of the Twelfth British Soldier

This is recounted in Harry Beaumondccuped accoult

Belgium back to England.®® Beaumont met another fugitive whilst they were both sheltering

in Edith Cavel |l ' sdiercwasicalleddichael Careyea Murster Busilter. s o |

The story Carey told Beaumont was that Carey had been one of a party of twelve Munsters

sheltered by a miller at “Hiron’ . Ther e

until dawn one morning when the Germans had raided the mill. The British soldiers and the
miller had been tried on the spot and shot within an hour. The mill had been burned to the
ground and the miller’”s wife and fami/l
spared this fate because of a sudden inclination to leave his bed and visit friends on a
neighbouring farm. There he stayed the night, returning to the mill next morning to find only
the remains of a smoking ruin, and to learn of the unhappy fate that had overtaken his former

comrades and benefactor.

This is clearly the same incident and Smith argues that while there are many inconsistencies

there is some support for it in the form of one of the older residents of Iron who said that as a

y

t hi

had

young man he had heard of an escapee.® Yet when Carey’'s account .

accounts it receives hardly any verification. The soldiers belonged to three regiments and not
one; they were taken by the Germans in the afternoon and not at dawn; at the time of their
capture t hey were sheltering in Chalandre’
house and not the mill that was the first to be burned; the twelve were not tried and executed

on the spot; and the miller (Monsieur Logez) was never implicated in the affair.

There are other unsatisfactory aspects. His name does not feature on surviving accounts of

the list taken away from Iron by Edith Stent. The ease with which Carey suggests that he
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could come and go from his hiding place does not ring true. To clarify matters for this
research M. Gruselle was asked if he had heard of another escapee in the village. He said that
as a young man he had heard of one. He was then asked if a twelfth man had ever been
discussed in his family. His reply was emphatic: 6 Nonc 6 ®t ai t t e‘unijm,urist

always the el even.

If there had been a twelfth man then the Logez family would have known about him. There
would have been good reason to be silent about him during the war but that would have
vanished with the Armistice. Then there would many reasons to talk about him and to
celebrate his survival. His escape would provide a ray of light in an otherwise bleak picture.
The fact that he was never discussed in the Logez family is conclusive proof that there was no
twelfth man. Carey knew a garbled version of the incident. He may even have been hidden

in Iron, but at no time was he part of the group.

There is a warning in Carey’s story for
account is vivid, exciting and recounted with conviction, this does not mean it is true. There

is a whole genre of very persuasive Western Front literature based on little other than the
per sonal testi monies of survi vor s oatcout h e
reminds us that the test of these stories is not interest, drama, emotion or danger, but whether

or not the account can be verified.

Why did the Soldiers stay in Iron?

M. Grusell e was asked i f he coul forstsihgeid any

Iron. He said that as a young man he had known older villagers who had met the soldiers and
di scussed the soldiers’ pl ans with them.
stay where they were and await the return of the Allied armies. With the benefit of hindsight
it can be seen that that view was untenable, but in the winter of 1914-15 it had some
foundation. Iron is roughly halfway between Ypres and the Marne. The soldiers would have
been able to hear the guns of the armies as they fought down to the gates of Paris; and then
again as they pounded their way back to the North Sea coast. While there was gunfire there
was hope. The battles of 1915 such as Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge and Loos, which would

show the rigidity of the Front, lay some months ahead. Then there was the general
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expectation that this was a war, which would be over by Christmas. There were many

external reasons why staying put made sense.

On the other hand, there seem to have been few internal forces to move. The soldiers had all
experienced life in the chill outdoors of the forests and fields. It is now impossible to
understand the social dynamics of the group, but there does not appear to have been any the

eleven who had either the formal authority or the charisma to impose any alternatives on the

group.

Successful escapes did take place, but mainly in the early months of the war. Les onze

Anglais reports the escape of thirty-five Englishmen from northern France to Holland,

organi sed alyl ¢ amo naadnmi r Ma d e mo i”s% ILyn éacdorald i

reports two similar mass escapes, admittedly in the immediate aftermath of battle.** Once the
Front settled down the Germans tightened their grip on the rear-zone and escape became
increasingly difficult throughout 1915-16. In 1915 escape networks in Lille and Brussels
were broken by German intelligence, and their organisers executed, notably Philippe Baucg, *
Edith Cavell and Eugene Jaquet. In early 1917 the German army withdrew to the Hindenburg
Line, only a few miles from Iron. When that happened the front line moved to the back door
and the German control tightened considerably making escape all but impossible. Mclntyre
reports two attempted escapes at about this time from Villeret involving three British
soldiers.” Both failed. In truth the chances of a successful escape for the eleven became
increasingly faint from the end of 1914 onwards. From that point the only alternative to

hiding was surrender.

CONCLUSIONS

One conclusion relates to the precarious nature of ventures such as the one described here.
On the whole communities like Iron held firm in the face of German threats: they erected a
wall of silence behind which Allied soldiers could shelter. Yet the lesson from Iron was that
‘on the whole’” was not good enough. It
handed over to the Germans. The motive was not usually money. Lust, jealousy anger or
mental instability seem to have been much more important. By nature these are both
unpredictable and volatile and they made ventures to conceal Allied soldiers a hostage to a

fickle, but ultimately malign, fortune.
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Episodes such as this forceare-appr ai s al of what the ‘“ Western
defined by the front line — what happened behind the lines was important. Whilst it has
always been recognised that behind the lines was important in the sense of logistics,
engineering and communications supporting the troops in the trenches, this case suggests that
what was happening behind enemy lines was significant. The players were different and the
occupying power certainly had very different concerns. This aspect of the Western Front has
been neglected. For example there is no memorial for those who would not surrender. Nor is
there one to the civilians who helped them. As this story shows they paid for their courage
with their lives. In broadening the scope of the Western Front new actors emerge. Women
take on a new role; children too young to serve in the trenches have parts in this drama. This
is a positive development. This is written in the months after the death of the last soldiers to
serve on the Front; and many of us who knew them are no longer in the first flush of middle-
age. Memory of the Western Front is at a critical juncture. It stands a much better chance of
surviving if it encompasses a wider cast and broadens its geographic scope. It can do both by

more fully embracing stories such as this one.
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