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Chapter 1 

 

1914 
 

The war started as a result of the assassination of Archduke 

Ferdinand of Austria by a Serb nationalist in Sarajevo on June 28th. 

On July 23rd Austria responded to this perceived challenge to the 

rule of Austria over Serbia by issuing an ultimatum. This was 

ignored due to its unreasonable demands, leading to Austria 

declaring war on Serbia on July 28th. On July 30th Russia mobilized 

in support of Serbia and two days later Germany declared war on 

Russia in support of Austria. On August 2nd Germany issued an 

ultimatum to Belgium demanding passage for its troops to attack 

France which had an alliance with Russia. This passage was refused 

and on the 3rd August Germany invaded Belgium, Luxemburg and 

France. On the 4th August Britain declared war on Germany in 

response to its failure to withdraw 

from Belgium. 

The German Schlieffen Plan 

was launched on August 3rd when 

five armies attacked the small 

Belgian army. By August 16th 

Liege had fallen and 1.2 million 

German troops were in Belgium 

pushing the defenders towards 

Antwerp and Brussels which fell 

on August 20th. The Germans were 

now faced by a single French army 

which included the British 

Expeditionary Force (BEF) at its 

western end near Mons. The BEF 

consisting of only regular troops 
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amounted to a mere 150,000 men.  On August 23rd the German army 

was checked by the BEF at Mons and then again at Le Cateau three 

days later. 

By early September the Allies had formed a new front line 

east of Paris just south of the river Marne.  From here the Allies, 

including the BEF, attacked a German army that was exhausted 

and over-extended and drove them back to the high ground above 

the river Aisne. 

Deadlock had now set in from south of the Aisne river to the 

Swiss border.  This resulted in ‘The race for the sea’ in which both 

the Allies and the Germans mounted a series of outflanking 

manoeuvres with the aim of getting into the enemy’s rear area to cut 

its lines of communication.  Both sides suffered from exhaustion and 

lack of equipment, and the strength of the defences meant that all 

these manoeuvres failed and by October the line of trenches had 

spread north to reach the coast at Nieuport in Belgium.  The front 

was now bogged down in trench warfare from the Channel to the 

Swiss border. 

On the 20th October the Germans attacked around Ypres in 

Belgium attempting to reach the Channel at Calais and Dunkirk 

but, despite being outgunned and outmanned and suffering heavy 

casualties, the BEF repulsed the attack. In the east the French 

attacked in Champagne and the Vosges but this too failed. Despite 

the famous Christmas truce of 1914, which occurred in some sectors, 

fighting continued elsewhere in appalling weather conditions but the 

stalemate was not broken. 

The war on land quickly spread to the sea, with the first major 

battle on the water occurring on August 28, 1914, in a corner of the 

North Sea known as Heligoland Bight. The Bight, a partly enclosed 

patch of water on the north coast of Germany, sheltered several 

German naval bases and offered a good position from which 

Germany could strike out at Britain. However, the cautious German 

High Seas Fleet rarely sailed far from port.  Eager for a fight, the 

British conceived a plan to bait the Germans into the open sea, 

where they would be vulnerable. Under the plan, a small group of 

British ships would venture into the bight until spotted by German 



[4] 
 

 

patrols and would then turn and flee out to sea, where a larger 

British force would be waiting.  For the first couple of hours, German 

ships slipped in and out of a thick fog bank to fire on the British 

ships.  In time, however, the Germans were lured into open water.  

After a battle that lasted nearly eight hours, Germany lost three 

cruisers and 1,200 men, while Britain lost only thirty-five sailors 

and not a single ship.  

In September there occurred another sea battle but this time 

Germany was victorious and amongst those to die was David Welsh 

who had attended Embleton School. 
 

DAVID FERGUSON WELSH 
David Ferguson 

Welsh was born in 

South Charlton on the 

20th August 1882. His 

father Andrew Scott 

Welsh was born in 

Rennington and worked 

as the Relieving Officer 

and Registrar of Births 

and Deaths.  His mother 

Margaret (nee 

Fairbairn) was born in 

Embleton.  They 

married in Embleton in 

1875. David had three 

brothers Thomas (b 

1878), Robert (b 1880) and Andrew (b 1881).  At the 1901 census David (aged 18) 

was lodging at 93 Redheugh Road, Gateshead and was employed as an engine 

fitter apprentice.  The family home was at Fallodon Mill, certainly until 1915, and 

the above photograph of David, his brothers and parents was taken outside the 

front door.  David is second from the left.  In 1914 David was living at 8 William 

Street West, North Shields and was well known in the town.  He was a member of 

the St. Oswin Lodge of the Freemasons and was a marine engineer holding an 

extra first-class certificate.  
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He was called up to join the Navy (R.N.R. – 1198EA) and enrolled on 

September 2nd 1914, joining H.M.S. Aboukir on September 5th as an engine room 

artificer.  He was described as five feet nine and three quarters inches tall with 

dark eyes and a fresh complexion. 

H.M.S. Aboukir was torpedoed and sunk by German submarines in the 

North Sea off Holland during one of the most disastrous naval actions of the war. 

During the early months of the war the Navy maintained a patrol of old 

Cressy-class armoured cruisers in the North Sea.  There was opposition to this 

from many senior officers on the grounds that the ships were very vulnerable to 

a raid by modern German surface ships and the patrol was nick- named the "live 

bait squadron".  The Admiralty maintained the patrol on the grounds that 

destroyers were not able to operate in the frequent bad weather and that there 

were insufficient modern light cruisers available. 

 

David (in profile) in an 

engine room. 

 

In the early hours of 

September 20th 1914 the 

cruisers H.M.S. Euryalus, 

H.M.S. Aboukir, H.M.S. 

Hogue and H.M.S. Cressy 

were preparing to go on 

patrol from Harwich under 

Rear Admiral Christian in 

Euryalus.  Normally the 

patrol was under command 

of Rear Admiral Campbell in H.M.S. Bacchantes but he was absent so Christian 

helped fill the gap, although he had other duties.  The weather was too bad for 

destroyers to be at sea and unfortunately Euryalus had to drop out due to lack of 

coal and weather damage to her wireless.  Rear Admiral Christian had to remain 

with his ship rather than transfer to another ship as the weather was too bad to 

transfer.  He delegated command to Captain Drummond in Aboukir although he 

did not make it clear that Drummond had the authority to order the destroyers 

to sea if the weather improved, which it did towards the end of September 21st. 

Early on September 22nd the German submarine U9 sighted the Cressy, 

Aboukir and Hogue steaming at 10 knots without zig-zagging.  Although the 
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patrols were supposed to maintain 12-13 knots and zig-zag, the old cruisers were 

unable to maintain that speed and the zig-zagging order was widely ignored as 

there had been no submarines sighted in the area during the war. 

U9 manoeuvred to attack and at about 6.25 a.m fired a single torpedo at 

Aboukir, which stuck her on her port side.  Aboukir rapidly suffered heavy 

flooding and developed a 20 degree list and lost engine power.  It was soon clear 

that she was a lost cause and Captain Drummond ordered her to be abandoned, 

although only one lifeboat had survived the attack so most crew had to jump into 

the sea.  At first Drummond thought that Aboukir had been mined and signalled 

the other two cruisers to close and assist but he soon realised that it was a 

torpedo attack and ordered the other cruisers away, but too late. 

As Aboukir (right) rolled over and sank, half an 

hour after being attacked, U9 fired two torpedoes at 

H.M.S. Hogue that hit her amidships and rapidly 

flooded her engine room.  Captain Nicholson of Hogue 

had stopped the ship to lower boats to rescue the crew 

of Aboukir, thinking that as he was the other side of 

Aboukir from U9 he would be safe.  Unfortunately U9 

had maneuvered around Aboukir and attacked Hogue from a range of only 300 

yards (274 meters).  It only took Hogue ten minutes to sink as U9 headed for 

H.M.S. Cressy which had also stopped to lower boats, but got underway on 

sighting a periscope.  At about 7.20 a.m. however U9 fired two torpedoes, one of 

which just missed but the other hit Cressy on her starboard side. 

The damage to Cressy was not fatal but U9 turned round and fired her 

last torpedo which hit Cressy, sinking her within a quarter of an hour. Survivors 

were picked up by several nearby merchant ships and trawlers before the 

Harwich force of light cruisers and destroyers arrived.  In all 837 men were 

rescued but 1459 died, many of whom were reservists or cadets. 

A court of inquiry was set up and found that some blame was attributable 

to all of the senior officers involved - Captain Drummond for not zig-zagging and 

for not calling for destroyers, Rear Admiral Christian was criticised for not 

making it clear to Drummond that he could summon the destroyers and Rear 

Admiral Campbell for not being present and for a very poor performance at the 

inquiry, at which he stated that he did not know what the purpose of his command 

was. The bulk of the blame was directed at the Admiralty for persisting with a 

patrol that was dangerous and of limited value against the advice of senior sea-

going officers. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:HMS_Aboukir.jpg
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David’s body was not recovered and he is commemorated on the Chatham 

Naval Memorial.  He was awarded the 1914-15 Star. 
  



[8] 
 

 

 

 



[9] 
 

 

Chapter 2 

1915 
 

The failure of all the offensive plans during 1914 meant that 

strategies had to be revised. The war was now being fought in 

circumstances that had not been foreseen and the difficulties in 

obtaining a decisive victory or even creating mobility at the front 

had become apparent. 

The Germans were prepared to stay on the defensive in the 

west until they had beaten the Russians in the east. This meant that 

1915 was a year of unrelenting Allied attacks except for a small 

German offensive in April. The BEF attacked at Neuve Chapelle on 

March 10th and the battle lasted until March 13th with 12,000 

British casualties but the main objective, the Aubers Ridge, was not 

taken.  On May 9th the French attacked Vimy Ridge in a battle that 

staggered on until mid-June with little success but cost 100,000 

French casualties. It was rapidly becoming clear to the military high 

command that new fighting methods were needed to cope with the 

conditions being encountered and that some sort of war of attrition, 

to soak up the enemy’s human and material resources, would be 

required if he was to be defeated. 

Consequently the Allied attacks in September, whilst seeking 

to break through the German lines, were viewed as part of the on-

going development of fighting methods and of ‘using up’ German 

resources.  The French attacked, and briefly took, Vimy Ridge but 

were halted and driven back by strong enemy defensive positions. 

The BEF were initially successful and occupied the German front 

line over a 4 mile stretch, including the village of Loos, but the 

dreadful decision of Sir John French to keep his reserves 16 miles 

behind the attack meant that, by the time they reached the front, 

the British had missed their opportunity.  Two more days of ill-

prepared attacks merely added to the British casualty list which by 

the end amounted to over 60,000 men.  The overall casualty list, 

250,000 French, 140,000 Germans plus the British 60,000 showed 

the Allies that while they had been educating themselves in the art 
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of attack, the enemy had been working to perfect the art of defence.  

It was now clear to everybody that it was going to take a 

considerable time to break the trench deadlock. 

During all this time men were constantly being trained and 

shipped from Britain to the Continent as replacements and re-

enforcements.  In August, whilst the Embleton Parish Council were 

convening a public meeting to express the determination of the 
British Nation together with our allies for the persecution of the war 
to a successful and victorious conclusion, the second ‘Embleton’ man 

died. 
 

JOHN ANDERSON McDOUGAL 
 

John McDougal was born in Dunstan 

Steads in 1891 and christened in Embleton 

village church on the 25th May of that year.  He 

was the son of John Anderson McDougal, a 

carpenter/joiner born in North Sunderland and 

his wife Mary (nee Mather) who was born in 

Embleton.  John and Mary were married in the 

second quarter of 1891 in Alnwick District 

(probably Embleton). 

In 1901, when the young John was 9, he 

was living with his mother, father, younger 

brother Peter (7) and four year old sister 

Effie Mary in Blue Row Embleton.  Blue Row is 

now known as Sunny Brae. The 1911 Census 

shows that the family had by now moved to live 

in two rooms at Embleton South Farm.  John, the father now 60, was working as a 

joiner but the two brothers were stone breakers in Embleton Quarry.  Effie was 

still a pupil at school. 

John attended the Vincent Edwards Church School in Embleton, certainly 

until he was 12 but more probably until 14, which was the normal leaving age.  He 

appears to have been reasonably well behaved, his worst misdemeanour being 

‘going off to shipwreck without permission’ in January 1903.  For this he received 

4 ‘cuts’ with the cane.  He was in good company because nineteen other boys went 

with him and were similarly punished. 
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 It is known that John joined the 23rd battalion Northumberland Fusiliers 

enlisting in Alnwick.  The 23rd battalion was to be known as the 4th Tyneside 

Scottish.  This 4th battalion was officially authorised by the War Office on 16th 

November 1914 but recruiting had continued after the completion of the 3rd 

battalion on the 11th November, so as early as the 12th November 400 men had 

already been carried over and by the 17th November it was announced the 4th 

battalion and therefore the Tyneside Scottish Brigade was complete.  John’s 

service number 23/100 shows he was one of those carried over into the 4th 

battalion when the 3rd was complete.    

In mid-1915 the Tyneside Scottish 4th battalion (but not John), which had 

been training in Alnwick, moved to Ripon to join the other three Tyneside 

Scottish Battalions as part of the 34th Division which was to ship to France in 

January 1916.  It has been established that in July 1915 John transferred to the 

29th (Reserve) battalion which was formed in Alnwick from depot companies of 

Tyneside Scottish battalions.  Basically it was made up of soldiers considered 

unfit for operations on the Western Front.  The 29th battalion remained in 

Alnwick throughout 1915, carrying out a training programme for new recruits.  

Once again it is impossible to define John’s movements because the next that is 

known of him is that he is in the City Sanatorium on Hedon Road, Hull.  This was 

an Infectious Diseases Sanatorium built to cope with an outbreak of Scarlet 

Fever in 1884. 

John died on the 27th 

August 1915 from Scarlet Fever.  

How or why he arrived in Hull is 

unknown.  The Hull Daily Mail of 

September 1st 1915 notes 

‘Military honours were accorded 

yesterday to the remains of 

Private John Anderson McDougal 

(22) (sic) of the 29th Reserve 

Northumberland Fusiliers 

(Tyneside Scottish) who died at 

the Sanatorium.  The internment 

took place at the Hedon Road Cemetery.  A detachment of the military was 

present and at the graveside a firing party fired volleys and the Last Post 

sounded’. 
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John’s next of kin were recorded as living at 31 Scott Street, Amble and 

he is also commemorated on Amble War Memorial. 
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Chapter 3 

 

1916 
 

This was the year when the war of attrition began to bite 

deep.  The long battles resulted in huge numbers of casualties in 

return for relatively little gain of ground.  The massive battles of 

Verdun and the Somme are now considered to have been completely 

futile. 

In December 1915 representatives of the Allies (France, 

Britain, Russia and Italy) met to discuss their strategy for the 

coming year.  It was agreed to co-ordinate their offensives in that a 

Franco/British attack on the Somme was to be supported by an 

Italian push on the Isonzo and a major Russian attack into East 

Prussia.  Time was needed by all the armies to train and move 

troops and to build up supplies of munitions etc. and thus it was 

decided to commence the offensive in the middle of 1916.  

Unfortunately, before this plan could be implemented the Germans, 

being convinced that the Russians posed little threat to them in the 

east, felt free to attack in the west. 

They chose to attack Verdun on February 21st, not because of 

its military significance, but because they believed the French would 

fight to protect it to the bitter end.  This served their plan for an 

attritional battle aimed at ‘bleeding the French white’.  Although the 

Germans achieved initial success, the French fought much harder 

than had been expected, slowed down and then stopped the advance 

short of Verdun.  By June it was clear to the Germans that things 

had gone wrong and they were losing as many men as the French.  

With the impending attack on the Somme (of which they were 

aware) the Germans were forced to scale down efforts around 

Verdun, having lost over 430,000 men against the French losses of 

540,000. 

Whilst the battle for Verdun was unfolding, smaller 

engagements involving British troops were taking place further to 

the west.  In one such battle Ralph Robinson was the third 

‘Embleton’ man to die. 



[14] 
 

 

RALPH ROBINSON 
 

Ralph was born in late 1885 in Longhoughton.  His father was John 

Robinson who was born in Rennington and worked as a carter at the whinstone 

quarry in Embleton.  His mother, Margaret Ann (nee Oliver), was born in 

Middleton, Wooler.  The couple were married in Alnwick District (possibly in 

Embleton) in the last quarter of 1871.  Ralph had four brothers, Henry E. (b 

1875), James Oliver (b 1882), John Andrew (b 1887) and Leonard Edmunson (b 

1889), and three sisters, Jane (b 1872 at Stamford), Sarah (b 1877 

Longhoughton) and Elizabeth (b 1892 Rennington).  The family lived in the Kiln 

Houses at Little Houghton in 1891, at Golden Moor Denwick in 1901, at Embleton 

South Farm (in three rooms) from sometime before 1911 until 1915 and at Jubilee 

Cottage in Embleton in 1916.  In 1911 Ralph was working as a quarryman in 

Embleton. 

Ralph enlisted in Alnwick on July 20th 1915 and joined the 1st battalion 

Northumberland Fusiliers (No. 23198).  The 1st battalion landed in France at Le 

Havre on the 14th August 1914 and became part of the 9th Brigade, 3rd Infantry 

Division.  As Ralph was not entitled to receive the 1914-15 Star he didn’t arrive in 

France until after January 1st 1916.  It is likely that his first action was the 

battle of St Eloi, a village about five kilometres south of the town of Ypres 

situated on the corner of a salient, which expanded from a base of 600 yards 

wide and penetrated 100 yards northward into the British lines.  The sector had 

been the scene of vicious fighting throughout the war due to the slightly elevated 

land called the "Mound", which commanded a view of the entire area. 

By the end of 1915 mine warfare had reached a stage where it was 

regarded by both sides as an important factor in the trench warfare which now 

characterized hostilities on the Western Front.  Whole sections of the line 

between Givenchy and Ypres had become the scene of extensive mining 

operations.  To offset the enemy’s aggressive activity near the surface, British 

miners had, in August 1915, begun sinking three shafts 50 to 60 feet deep, 

running galleries forward well below the sand.  The tunnelling was carried out very 

quietly and the spoil from the tunnels was disposed of so carefully that the 

enemy’s suspicions were not aroused.  Early in March 1916 they were under the 

German positions.  On a front of 600 yards, six mines (numbered consecutively 

from west to east), with charges ranging from 600 to 31,000 pounds of ammonal, 

were in readiness to initiate the British attack by blowing up The Mound and the 

enemy’s front-line trenches.  Staff were confident that the outcome of the 
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mining would ensure the success of the operation, even if the approaching spring 

weather should fail to improve the deplorable conditions of sticky mud and water-

filled shell holes and craters through which the infantry must assault.  Capture of 

the objectives would reverse the salient by securing a new line which would thrust 

south into the German position to as much as 300 yards from the existing British 

trenches. 

Promptly at 4:15 a.m. on the 27th March an opening salvo from 41 guns and 

howitzers up to 9.2 inches in calibre rained down on the enemy, and the six mines 

were blown at intervals of a few seconds.  The terrific explosions shook the earth 

“like the sudden outburst of a volcano” and the colossal shower of yellow smoke 

and debris that leapt into the heavens could be seen from miles away and the 

explosions heard in Folkstone.  The eruption blotted out old landmarks and 

collapsed trenches on both sides like packs of cards.  Two front line companies of 

the 18th  Reserve Jager Battalion were annihilated by the explosion of Mines 2, 3, 

4 and 5 (Mine 3 turning what was left of The Mound into a gaping hole).  Mines 1 

and 6, being short of the German positions, formed craters in no man’s land, which 

were later to serve as strong points of defence on either flank.  While the last 

clods of earth were falling, the British 9th Brigade (including the 1st battalion 

Northumberland Fusiliers), whose troops had spent much of the night lying prone 

in the chilling mud, assaulted with two battalions.  In less than half an hour the 

right-hand unit had captured the first three craters, and 200 yards beyond had 

carried its objective, the German third line.  Although the Northumberland 

Fusiliers' initial advance went well, the general 

attack eventually became bogged down in the 

waterlogged landscape.   One of these 1916 

craters (No. 6) can be seen today, although it is 

on private land (left).  

Ralph was killed in action during 27th 

March 1916. He has no known grave and is 

commemorated on the Ypres Menin Gate Panels 

8 and 12.  He left a battlefield Will leaving all 

his property to his mother. 

The abridged War Diary for the 1st battalion Northumberland Fusiliers 

for this attack reports:-  

 
March 26th    Battalion left Reninghelst at 7 p.m. by motor bus to R.E. 

Depot, marched from there to Voornezeele where Lewis guns which 

http://www.ww1battlefields.co.uk/flanders/images/south/steloi_crater.jpg
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had been sent on were picked up by companies W, X and Z.  
Companies proceeded to the rendezvous.  The battalion was drawn up 
in 4 lines close behind each other.  All bombing squads, Lewis 
gunners, carrying parties etc. were paraded with the line which was 
to occupy that part of the enemy’s line, which was their objective. 
The several lines were allocated their objectives with No. 3 Line, ‘X’ 
Company to clear all communications trenches and dug-outs in them 
and reinforce the front line with half a company. The other one and a 
half companies in front of the craters. 

27th 4.15 a.m. Stores were drawn, wire cut & the battalion was ready to 
advance at 3.55 a.m.  The mines were exploded at 4.15 a.m. and the 
battalion, without waiting the half minute indicated in orders, 
advanced in quick time.  The parapet was crossed by the ladder, as 
arranged, successfully and without checking the advance.  The first 
obstacle met was the enemy’s wire, which was untouched by the mine 
explosions and our artillary fire.  It was strong barbed concertina 
and plain concertina mixed. However nothing could stop the impetus 
of the advance and the men were over before the enemy’s artillary 
had cropped onto this point. The enemy heavily barraged our front 
parapet 40 seconds after the battalion had passed over. 

Immediately the mines were fired the enemy put up a red light 
from his second line.  Up to this point no opposion had been met, but 
then an enemy machine gun opened fire, firing wildly and to our left. 
The battalion was at this time crossing the wire.  Lt. Holmes and one 
man with great promptitude rushed out and put the gun out of action.  
Crossing the hostile wire caused the various lines to become mixed. 
However men who had lost their places were sorted out by the 
Commander and sent towards their objectives.  The advance was 
carried out with great rapidity and the objective was gained by 4.45 
a.m. 

4.45 a.m. The rapidity of the movement entirely upset the enemy 
and little resistance was offered.  The enemy, surrounded on all 
sides, surrendered in small parties. 

6 a.m.  All prisoners were evacuated by 6 a.m. 
8 a.m.  At 8 a.m. a party of the Royal Fusiliers reported their 

battalion in touch and in line with ours.  This however was not the 
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case and the receipt of the report checked our advance further 
towards our objective on the east. 

8.15 a.m. At 8.15 a.m. the enemy launched a counter attack by 2 
bombing squads from the trenches on the west.  These were 
unsuccessful and another 30 prisoners surrendered, the enemy also 
suffering heavy casualties from our bombs.  The consolidation of the 
position proceeded under medium shell fire. 

During the morning a patrol of officers and men advanced to the 
south and reached the line 98, 09 point 33.  Several of the enemy 
were found in the dug-outs but no part of the line was held by the 
enemy.  We established an advanced post.  This was withdrawn in the 
evening. 

1 p.m.  At 1 p.m. the enemy commenced a heavy bombardment 
which continued throughout the night.  Our guns replied heavily and 
no counter-attack took place. 

28th  4.30 a.m.  Nothing further of note happened and the battalion was 
relieved at 4.30 a.m. 28th March by the King’s Regiment. Marched to 
Dickebusch where buses were waiting.  Casualties during operation - 
officers killed 2, other ranks 29; officers wounded 4, other ranks 
124; missing other ranks 21.  

General Observations:- The mine had a great moral effect on the 
enemy who was seen quitting the trenches.  

 

An attack on the Somme was now desperately needed by the 

French to draw the German forces away from Verdun, but this 

would now be a British offensive rather than Anglo/French.  The 

plan was audacious – an advance of 1.5 miles on a 14 mile wide front 

after a massive ’softening up’ artillery barrage, followed by the 

Reserve Army passing through the gap opened up to capture 

Bapaume and then Arras. 

The preliminary bombardment commenced on June 24th and 

continued until 7.30 on July 1st.  This barrage of 1.7 million shells 

was intended to cut the German defensive barbed wire, destroy the 

German trenches and put the enemy artillery out of action.  

Unfortunately it only partly achieved these, so that when the 66,000 

British troops emerged from their trenches they found uncut wire, 

German strongpoints intact and the well-hidden artillery pouring 
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down a wall of shells.  Into this went Herbert Luke who became the 

fourth ‘Embleton’ man to die. 
 

HERBERT LUKE 
 

Herbert Luke was born in July 1890 in 

Embleton and was baptised on 27th July 1890.  It is not 

known who Herbert’s father was, but his mother was 

Elizabeth Luke, born 1870 in Preston, Northumberland 

and, at the time of Herbert’s birth, was a single woman 

living with her parents in Embleton. The 1901 census 

shows Herbert living with his mother and grandparents 

at Front Street, Embleton but the 1911 census shows 

his grandmother, also Elizabeth, is widowed, and she, 

her daughter Elizabeth, and three grandsons, Herbert, 

John and Arthur are living in two rooms in Christon 

Bank.  Herbert’s mother was the younger sister of 

John Luke Senior, born 1865, the father of John Luke 

who was Herbert’s cousin (see page 22). 

Herbert’s mother Elizabeth went on to have another illegitimate son, 

Oscar, who was born in 1892 but who died in 1903 aged 11.  The cause of his 

death is unknown. 

 Herbert attended the Vincent Edwards Church School in Embleton where 

he was recorded at the ages of 11 and 12 as committing several punishable 

offences, notably gross carelessness after repeated warnings; deceit; throwing 

snowballs after being cautioned and going off to see a shipwreck without 

permission.  This last misdemeanour was in the company of about nineteen other 

boys for which they all received four ‘cuts’ of the cane.  On leaving school 

Herbert worked in the whinstone quarry in Embleton. 

He enlisted at Newcastle in the Northumberland Fusiliers 22nd Battalion 

which was comprised of Tyneside Scottish and Tyneside Irish sections.  Attempts 

at raising a battalion of local Scotsmen had begun in September 1914, although it 

was not officially authorised by the War Office until 14th October 1914.  

Recruiting offices were opened all over the north east and recruiting was so brisk 

that by 25th October a battalion of 1,200 men had enlisted.  So many men 

responded to the call to arms that a second battalion was completed by 5th 
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November, a third by the 11th and a fourth by 17th.  Herbert was recruited to the 

3rd Battalion Tyneside Scottish. 

The 3rd battalion was the last to arrive for training at Alnwick castle in 

May 1915, at which time the brigade was complete and all housed in the same 

place.  Rigorous training took place, including route marches and physical exercise 

and many men were rejected.  In August 1915 the battalion moved to Salisbury 

Plain and from there was sent to France in January 1916 to serve in the 102nd 

Infantry Brigade in the 34th Division. 

 By the end of June 1916 the battalion found itself near the town of 

Albert, north of a village called La Boiselle.  This was the place where the Battle 

of the Somme commenced at 7.28 a.m. on 1st July 1916. 

 

 

 

Commemorative shield and the home-

made identity bracelet worn by Herbert 

 

 

 

 

The abridged War Diary of the 3rd battalion for the 1st July 1916 

records:- 

  Assembly Trenches 
1st July 7.30 a.m. The battalion, together with the 21st Northumberland 

Fusiliers forming the 102nd Brigade Right–assaulting column, moved 
forward to the attack on the enemy trenches South of La Boiselle.  Heavy 
enemy fire was experienced but the Battalion, less heavy casualties 
suffered, reached enemy 2nd line. 

A small party proceeded towards the enemy 3rd line, but had to 
retire owing to heavy enemy fire.  Several casualties were suffered.  
Major Acklon had by this time taken command owing to Lt. Col. 
Elphinstone having become a casualty. 

South of La Boiselle 
8.00 a.m.  Right Flank of position held in enemy 2nd line extended to 
small party of Lincolns – trenches strengthened.  Six separate attempts 
to rush our flanks were made by the enemy without avail. 
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12.45 p.m.  Strength 7 officers and 200 other ranks, a mixture of 
remnants of 22nd and 21st NF, all battalions of which Major Acklon had 
taken command. 
10.15 p.m.  A patrol got in touch with other troops in the new crater 
caused by our mine, 100 yds beyond our right flank. 

July 2nd 1.00 a.m.  All ranks greatly in need of water and very much fatigued. 
Consolidation of position continued slowly. 

 

At some time on 1st July Herbert Luke Service No. 22/739, aged 26, was 

killed in action.  The 3rd battalion reported 160 dead on July 1st 1916. 

On that day the 34th Division as a whole was engaged in the Battle of 

Albert, including the capture of Scots and Sausage Redoubts, and was thus part 

of the now infamous 1st Battle of the Somme.   

Herbert has no marked grave and is commemorated on the Thiepval 

Memorial to the missing of the Somme on Pier & Face 10B, 11B and 12B.   

 

At the end of the first day the British had lost approximately 

20,000 killed, whilst the German losses were nearer 2,000 men. 

The Somme battle continued throughout the summer and into 

autumn with only small gains but large losses in manpower.  Whilst 

this was taking place, a mystery was unfolding in Embleton during 

October where a man called William Cole, alias John Grey, died. 
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WILLIAM COLE (ALIAS JOHN EDWARD GREY) 
 

The grave of William Cole is situated 

in the graveyard at Spitalford, Embleton.  As 

far as is known Wiliam Cole was not born in 

Embleton nor did he attend the village school 

or live there.  The headstone was erected by 

the Commonwealth War Graves Commission 

(CWGC).  After the Great War ended, the 

relevant service authorities supplied the 

CWGC with all their casualty information 

including next-of-kin etc.   A ‘Final 

Verification Form’ was sent to next-of-kin to 

confirm the casualty’s personal details, fill in 

any ‘blanks’ and, where applicable, provide a 

personal inscription for the headstone. Due to 

the sheer size of the task this took many  

years to complete and was still underway in 

the 1930’s. By the end, over 1 million forms 

had been sent out. 

In the case of William Cole it would 

appear that the CWGC did not manage to contact his next-of-kin and his details 

were provided by the military authorities who were aware of his use of John 

Edward Grey as an alias.  Apparently the authorities were often aware of men 

signing up and using assumed names.  They had a procedure in place to amemd a 

man’s service documents, and it was his choice as to which name he continued to 

be known by. 

William Cole was born 1876 in Moor House, Durham.  His father, Matthew 

was, in 1871, a foreman with the N. E. Railway Company living in Railway Terrace, 

York with his wife Elizabeth (nee Turnbull) but later (1881) was an engineer on 

steam boats and in 1891 was a grocer in York.  William had one sister, Kate, who 

was four years older and who eventually became a dressmaker. 

In 1901 William (Willie) was boarding in Stockton on Tees and working as a 

joiner’s labourer, but later that year he married Sarah Elizabeth Wilkinson in 

York where they set up house.  They had four children, Kathleen, William, Harold 

and Charles, the last being born in 1908. 
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By 1911 William had left Sarah (actually in 1909) and she was living with 

their children in York and working as a domestic laundress.  Of William there is no 

sign in the 1911 Census. 

It appears that William Cole adopted the name of John Edward Grey to 

avoid his wife, creditors etc. finding him.  It is known that Cole/Grey enlisted in 

the Border Regiment in Carlisle in August 1915 when he was 38.  In September 

1916 the 6th Garrison battalion of the Royal Welsh Fusiliers (the regiment 

unofficially entitled themselves Welch, but his was not formally approved until 

1920) was raised at Aintree and it must be assumed that Cole/Grey was 

transferred into it.  Garrison battalions were formed of men who were too old or 

too unfit to serve at the front and they were employed in forming garrison 

guards, particularly to release other battalions to go to Egypt and the Middle 

East.  The 6th battalion Royal Welsh Fusiliers actually went to Egypt in January 

1917, but by then Cole/Grey was dead. 

In October 1916 Cole/Grey was visiting Embleton for a reason which it 

has been impossible to determine.  After staying three nights with a Mr. William 

Robert, quarryman, he left at about 8.45 on the Tuesday (13th) night saying he 

was catching a train back to Liverpool where his battalion was stationed, as his 

leave was up the next day.  On the following Saturday (17th) John Robertson 

found the body of Cole/Grey hanging beside a hay stack at Stamford Farm.  By 

some means the police established his next-of-kin and his wife Sarah identified 

the body as Cole/Grey as she recognised the verses of poetry found on the body 

as his.  An inquest was held in Embleton on the 27th October which found that he 

committed suicide by hanging himself.  He was buried in Spitalford Cemetery. 

The Alnwick and County Gazette recorded that :-  “On Monday Mr. Hugh 

J. Percy, deputy coroner for North Northumbrerland, held an inquest at Embleton 

on the body of William Cole, otherwise John Edward Grey, a private in the Royal 

Welsh Fusiliers, who had been visiting Embleton. 

Sarah Elizabeth Cole identified the body as that of her husband William 

Cole, who was last known to her by living at Leman Road, York. He lived there with 

her till seven years ago when they separated.  Since then she had never heard 

anything of or from him.  Her husband made her no allowance and she did not 

know whether he was alive or dead.  The police had tried to trace him but all in 

vain.  She recognised the verses of poetry found on the body as his.  He was 39 

years of age. 

“Wm. Roberts, quarryman, Embleton, stated he was in company with the 

deceased on Saturday night, the 4th October, and deceased stayed with him until 
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the Tuesday night.  They were in company together until about 8.45 p.m.  

Deceased had only one drink and bid them good-bye.  He left them saying he was 

going to catch a train for Liverpool, his battalion being there stationed, and his 

leave was up on the Wednesday.  He was in cheerful spirits.  Deceased told him 

his age was 46 years. 

“John Henry Robertson, 20 St Alban’s Road, Edinburgh, retired farmer, 

stated that on Saturday last about 11.10 a.m. he found the body of the deceased 

hanging beside a hay stack on Stamford Farm.  He was suspended by a rope round 

his neck, which was fixed to a post that had evidently been taken off the stack.  

The man was quite dead.  There were no signs of a struggle but a little loose hay 

was lying about. He (witness) walked to Embleton and informed the police. 

“Sergeant John C. Box of the Northern Cyclist battalion said that about 

11.40 p.m (sic) the last witness informed him that the body of a man was hanging 

on a hay stack on Stamford Farm and was in uniform.  He went there and cut the 

body down.  It was quite rigid.  He found a pass, a railway ticket and 1½d in copper 

in the deceased’s possession. 

“The jury found the deceased committed suicide by hanging himself on 

the 17th October 1916. 

The jury impanelled were Messrs:- Joseph W. Carr (foreman),  John 

Crozier,  A. S. Welsh,  F. Wade,  Peter Watson,  Alex Pitt,  J. S. Bolton,  W. Pitt, 

W. Bowden, Wm. Robertson, Richd. Davison and Wm. Redfern.” 

 
 Meanwhile fighting continued as part of the Somme battle.  It 

was still hoped that if the British kept up their offensive the enemy 

would crumble.  The final push was to be the so called battle of the 

Ancre after weeks of attrional fighting.  The bad weather had caused 

the ground to become a quagmire and this caused the attack to be 

repeatedly postponed, even though the troops were in position, 

which played havoc with morale. 

During this period John Luke became the fifth ‘Embleton’ 

man to die. 
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JOHN LUKE 
John Luke was born during January 1894 in 

Embleton and was christened in the village church on 

February 4th.  His father, also John Luke, was born in 

Preston, Northumberland and worked as a general carter’s 

labourer.  His mother, Isabella Cowens Pattison, was born 

in Alnwick.  The couple married in the second quarter of 

1893. The family was large with John having two brothers, 

George Johnson Luke (b 1895), Andrew Pattison Luke (b 

1897) and five sisters, Violet Elizabeth Luke (b 1898), 

Isabella Luke (b 1900), Lillian Luke (b 1902), Margaret 

Luke (b 1904) and Annie Pattison Luke (b. 2nd quarter 

1906). 

John’s mother became the sub-postmistress for Embleton and the family 

lived in the Post Office Buildings.  John attended the village school and was a 

good pupil, winning a County Scholarship (Junior) in 1907 which entitled him to a 

place at the Duke’s school in Alnwick.  Unfortunately John senior died in the 4th 

quarter of 1905, never having seen his unborn daughter Annie, and leaving John 

junior, as the eldest male, obliged to become the breadwinner for the family of 

ten.  He was unable to take his scholarship up and in 1911 was employed as a 

whinstone quarry worker. 

According to the Alnwick and County 

Gazette John, together with his friends H. S. 

Neal and T. Mulheron, enlisted in Alnwick on 

November 13th 1915.  He was assigned to the 

Royal Fusiliers (No. PS 9214) which stood for 

the Public School battalions of the Fusiliers.  

These were numbered the 18th, 19th, 20th and 

21st battalions Royal Fusiliers (City of London 

Regiment). To confuse matters however, John 

was serving with the 22nd battalion of the 

Fusiliers when he was killed.  He didn’t qualify 

for the 1914-15 Star and therefore didn’t 

serve overseas before January 1st 1916.  The 

18th and 20th battalions were sent to France in 

November 1915, whilst the 19th and 21st were 

disbanded in England in April 1916 and the men 
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dispersed.  It is therefore feasible that John had joined either the 19th or 21st 

battalion, both of which were raised in Epsom in September 1914, before he was 

sent to France as part of a draft of reinforcements in 1916, where he would have 

been posted to the 22nd battalion Royal Fusiliers.  The 22nd battalion, raised at 

Kensington, served with the 99th Infantry Brigade within the 2nd Division in 

France from November 1915.  During 1916 the 2nd division fought at the Battle 

of Delville wood (15th July – 3rd September), The Battle of Ancre (13th-18th 

November) and the Operations on the Ancre. 

  John, who was promoted Corporal in 1916, was the only man of his 

battalion to be killed on November 5th 1916.  The battalion had spent three days 

resting in billets in Mailly-Maillet on the Ancre, having been relieved in the 

trenches by the 1st battalion Princess Charlotte of Wales’s Royal Berkshire 

Regiment.  On November 5th the two battalions exchanged places and the 22nd 

took over the left section of the Redan sub-sector which was half way between 

Serre and Beaumont-Hamel in what were known as Beaumont Trench and Serre 

Trench, which faced the German front line called Munich Trench. 

John was probably just unlucky to be the one man killed during the relief.  

He was buried in the original plot of the Euston Road Cemetery at Colincamps. 

John’s youngest brother was a footman for the Craster family at Craster 

Towers. He served with the Royal Engineers and survived the war. Nothing is 

known about his other brother. 
 
 
 

1920 

Euston Road Cemetery 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

The actual battle of Ancre took place between November 13th 

and 18th with some success. Both Beaucourt and Beaumont Hamel 
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were taken but during the battle John Grey, became the sixth 

‘Embleton’ man to die. 

 

JOHN GREY 
John Grey was born in September 1897 at 

Newton Barns near Embleton.  His father was Thomas 

Grey who was born in Longhoughton and worked as a 

horse man / shepherd on farms, whilst his mother 

Jane (nee Dodds) was born in Kenton, Newcastle.   

John was christened in Embleton church in October 

1897 and started school in Newton in 1903.  He moved 

to Embleton school in May 1907 where he stayed until 

May 1910, when he left as the family moved from the 

district.  John had three brothers, Mark (1893), 

Robert (1895) and Thomas (1900) and three sisters, 

Olive (1892), Annie (1894) and Jannie (1902).  In 1901 

the family was living in Newton Barns near Newton 

Hall but by 1911 they had moved to Ellingham, Chathill.  John was then working as 

a farm labourer. 

 John joined the 1/7th battalion Northumberland Fusiliers (No. 291101). 

This battalion was formed in Alnwick in August 1914 and became part of the 

Northumberland Brigade, Northumbria Division.  The battalion landed in France in 

April 1915.  Because of his age John is unlikely to have joined up before late 1915 

and after initial training would have gone to France in early 1916 to join his 

battalion.  At some time during the following months John was promoted to Lance 

Corporal and by September his battalion was involved in the Battle of the Somme. 

 

The abridged War Diary of the 1/7th Brigade, Northumberland Fusiliers 

relating to November 1916 gives the following details :- 

FLERS LINE 
11th   Relieved 5th Durhams in Flers and Switch Lines in the left sectors, 

relief was carried out by small parties during the afternoon - mist 
stopped all observation.   Now in support.   A few casualties in Switch 
during the night from shell fire. 

12th   Lt. Nixon and 2/Lt. Brown F. A. wounded on their way to 
reconnoitre front line.  A working party of 50 per Company to dig 
assembly trenches - completed before dawn. 
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13th   At 7 a.m. preliminary orders were received from Brigade for an 
attack on Grid Line & Hook.  At 1.30 p.m. the Commanding officer had a 
meeting of Company Commanders at Battalion H.Q. and explained the 
scheme as far as possible.  2/Lt. Miller sent to reconnoitre ‘jumping off 
trench’.   About 7.30 p.m. operation orders were received from Brigade, 
the Commanding Officer held another meeting of Company Commanders at 
which he gave final orders.   The attack was to be carried out by ‘A’ & ‘B’ 
Companies under 2/Lt. Lawson and 2/Lt. O’Daly.   To advance in 2 waves.   

‘C’ Company was detailed as 
carrying party.  2 platoons 
to go forward with attack 
and 2 platoons to remain in 
Abbaye Trench.  ‘D’ 
Company in support to 
occupy Snag Trench 
immediately the attack 
commenced.  The object of 
the attack was to capture 
the high ground overlooking 
the Butte and to establish 
strong points on the left 
flank. 

The Battalion moved 

from Flers Line at midnight 

and was in position by 4 a.m. 

the next morning.   

Battalion H.Q. moved up to 

Hexham Road, which was 

shared with the 5th N. F. 

who were attacking on our 

right. 

SNAG TRENCH 
14th   Zero time was 6.45 a.m.   4 minutes before the zero the enemy 

opened an intermittent rifle fire on our right, which gave the impression 
that he had detected movement.  Troops went forward punctually and 
only the 4th wave encountered enemy barrage before reaching Snag 
Trench.  The first 3 waves met the same barrage almost immediately 
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after leaving Snag trench and casualties were caused.  They pushed 
straight on and were lost in the mist. 

7.45 a.m.  Wounded began to arrive and were all satisfied that they had 
been successful and had got into the enemy trench. 

9 a.m.    2/Lt. Woods holding Snag trench reports that he can see 
our men in Hook consolidating. 

9.30 a.m.   Sgt. Dryden returned wounded.  Spoke of having crossed Hook 
Trench.  He saw men working up Hook and saw a ‘good few’ men under 
2/Lt. Lawson going towards the Grid Trench, but almost immediately he 
saw 2/Lt. Lawson fall. 

9.45 a.m.   Capt. Morris reports that a returned wounded man tells of his 
machine gun being in position and in Post No. 7, at the same time, 2/Lt. 
Woods reports he can hear it firing. 

10 a.m.   Wounded report that hand-to-hand fighting is going on on our 
left, presumably in Grid Trench.   

10.30 a.m.   Wounded report that they have been counter-attacked on our 
left and have beaten back the enemy. 

11.30 a.m.   2/Lt. Benson, 4th N. F., reports that he is unable to continue 
digging to Hook owing to machine gun fire and sniping. 

2.45 p.m.   Word received from 2/Lt. Woods that machine gun in Post No. 7 
had not been heard firing for some time.   No further word was received 
and shortly afterwards G.O.C. 149th Brigade arrived. 

Conclusion – That we occupied parts of Grid Trench which were 
counter-attacked by the enemy.  This attack was repulsed.  That later an 
attack was made on the same position from both flanks and succeeded and 
that Hook was then rushed and taken.  That the whole of our position was 
then surrounded and taken, even the machine gun in Post No. 7.  During 
the whole day it was impossible for runners to cross from Snag to Hook 
owing to machine gun fire & sniping.  The mist also prevented observation. 

5 p.m.   Verbal orders were received from G.O.C. 149th Brigade to organise 
an attack for 6.30 p.m. on the original objective of the morning so as to 
clear up the situation.  O.C. 7th N. F. at once proceeded up Pioneer Alley 
towards the front line but could not get up for a very heavy barrage.  
Written orders were sent up to 2/Lt. Woods but did not reach him until 
7.15 p.m.   As no information was received from the front line, both 
sectors of Snag trench were placed under the command of O.C. 7th N. F.  
The right sector was placed under charge of Major Wright, 5th N. F., and 
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the left under Lt. Col. Gibson, 4th N. F., with orders to send out strong 
bombing patrols followed by two lines of skirmishers.  These officers 
quickly reported that they met with very strong opposition.  It was very 
bright moonlight and as soon as our men’s heads appeared over the 
parapet the enemy put up S.O.S. signals and a very heavy barrage came 
down and heavy machine gun and rifle fire was opened, showing that the 
enemy was now occupying Hook Trench in force.  Our first wave was 
recalled and the 2nd wave was not allowed to leave trench.  Orders were 
then given to hold original line in Snag Trench. 

On the extreme right, about 30 of our men, together with about 
50 of the 5th N. F., captured about 120 yds of Grid Trench in the morning.  
Their news came back by a pigeon which was carried over by a man of the 
7th N. F.  A post was formed on the left flank and this was maintained till 
we were relieved by 150th Brigade, although the enemy made 2 or 3 
bombing attacks. 

At some time during the action described above, Lt. John Grey 
(291101 1/7th battalion Northumberland Fusiliers) aged 19 was killed in 
action. 
 

Snag trench and Hook trench were located east of Le Sars in France.  

Overall during the period 13th – 19th November 1916 the 1/7th battalion lost 4 

officers and 132 other ranks killed in action. 

The Battle of the Somme was officially declared finished on November 

19th 1916.   

There is no known grave of John Grey and he is therefore commemorated 

on the Thiepval Memorial Pier and Face 10B, 11B and 12B. 

 
Robert Grey died France & Flanders 12th August 

1915.  He was serving in the 2nd battalion King’s Own 

Scottish Borderers as a private (No. 18010).  Robert 

enlisted in Berwick.  He is commemorated in grave E.1 in 

Carnoy Military Cemetery which is about 10 km south 

east of Albert.  Robert was one of the first people 

buried here as the cemetery didn’t open until early 

August 1915.  Robert did not attend Embleton school 

but went to Newton by the Sea school with his 
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brothers and sisters.  

Once he finished his 

education he worked as 

a shepherd.  

 

Grey family at Newton 

Barnes circa 1910. 

Front Row:- John,  

Jane (nee Dodds), Jane 

Ann, Thomas and 

Thomas 

Back Row:-  Robert, 

Olive, Mark, Annie 
 


