Battlefields Tour 2016

Brief Introduction on the OA Society website
A very successful three day tour of the World War One battlefields was organised by Neil Sutherland (B1966-70), President of the OA Society.  A group of 17 OAs and friends of Aldenham travelled to France with an experienced guide to see the effects of war on the landscape and to hear some chilling stories of the battles on the Somme and at Arras.  A simple memorial service was held at the Thiepval Memorial where 9 Old Aldenhamians are commemorated.  A full report is being produced and will be posted here shortly.
Full Report
The idea of an OA Battlefields Tour in the 100th anniversary year of the Battle of the Somme was first proposed by Neil Sutherland, President in September 2014.  The trip took place in May 2016 and was an outstanding success.
An invitation to join the tour was extended to the whole Aldenham community and whilst the majority of travellers were Old Aldenhamians the group was complimented by guests and friends of the School.
The itinerary was put together by Neil, in discussion with Anglia Tours, a highly regarded battlefield tour company and experts in bespoke weekend trips. 
On the morning of Friday 20th May 2016 the group assembled at the Headmaster’s House at Aldenham for morning refreshments and introductions.  The Headmaster, James Fowler was delighted to meet the travellers before they left on their trip.  Neil introduced Dave Morrison, a highly experienced guide who would be spending the entire time on the tour and was available for one to one questions as well as group interactions and presentations.   
After a comfortable ferry crossing the first stop was at The Sunken Lane for an introduction to the start of the Battle of the Somme on 1st July 1916.  The views across Redan Ridge and the commentary by Dave the guide fired everyone’s imagination and brought to life the horror this place had seen.  A short walk led to a neat little British cemetery named Beaumont Hamel, after the village that was reached on 1st July.  Although it was not held at that time Beaumont Hamel was attacked again and taken on 13th November that year.  The cemetery contains 179 Commonwealth burials and commemorations of the First World War.  82 of the burials are unidentified.  A Poem written by one of the named soldiers, just days before he died, was read at his memorial, a moving experience. 
Returning to the coach in quiet mood the tour moved on to Mansel Copse where Dave set the scene for the end of the first day at the Battle of the Somme.  Over 160 men of the 8th and 9th Devonshire Regiment fell in No-Mans-Land and the German positions.  They were carried back to the British Front Line trench and buried in a section near Mansell Copse – there they still lay.  The Devonshire Cemetery now contains 163 graves, 10 of which are unidentified and only 2 are not men of the Devonshire Regiment.
Arriving at the Comfort Hotel & Restaurant, Le Saint-Claude, in Peronne, the group was ready for refreshment and was not disappointed.  The service was swift and efficient and the meal delicious, with good company and lots to talk about after a busy day.
After breakfast day 2 of the tour took us first to Fricourt German Cemetery, the resting place of 17,027 German soldiers killed on the Somme battlefields in WW1.  About 1,000 of those died during the early weeks of the war and during the trench warfare up to June 1916.  From the beginning of the British and French Allied Somme offensive of 1st July 1916 to the close of the battle in mid-November the same year approximately 10,000 German soldiers lost their lives on the Somme battlefields.  It was interesting to see the difference between the British and German memorial sites, there was time to stay and gather thoughts before moving on the Lochnagar Crater.
The largest crater ever made by man in anger, Lochnagar, is now a unique memorial to all those who suffered in the Great War.  It is dedicated to peace, fellowship and reconciliation between all nations who fought on the Western Front.
Next stop was Newfoundland Park, a preserved trench system.  The land here was purchased by the Dominion of Newfoundland after the First World War.  The Newfoundland Regiment had provided a battalion of 800 men to serve the British and Commonwealth Armies.  Its tragic action of 1st July 1916 is memorialised at this site.  The soldiers with no known grave are particularly commemorated here.
At Auchonvillers there was an opportunity to see a private collection of artefacts and to handle kit from both WWI & WW2.  An enjoyable lunch was served in the Ocean Villas Tea Rooms, all included in the tour package.
The afternoon provided visits to three more cemeteries and finally to the Thiepval Memorial to the Missing, all with stories to tell, but perhaps most importantly for this group, an opportunity to pay respects to Old Aldenhamians who are commemorated in these places:
· Bevan John Nolan (M1911-13) who died on 3/9/1916 aged 21 and is buried at Delville Wood Cemetery
· Geoffrey Austin Allen (SH1898-1904), died on 1/07/1916 aged 28 and remembered at Thiepval Memorial
· Arthur Keith Barton (B1910-14), died on 1/07/1916 aged 20 and remembered at Thiepval Memorial
· Christopher Blake (M1906-10), died on 04/09/1916 aged 24 and remembered at Thiepval Memorial
· Eric Fitzbrown (M1909-11), died on 01/07/1916 aged 21 and remembered at Thiepval Memorial
· Meredith Charles Clifton James (P1909-13), died 27/10/1919 aged 21 and remembered at Thiepval and remembered at Thiepval Memorial
· James Dermot Neill (SH1901-03), died on 01/07 1916 aged 29 and remembered at Thiepval Memorial
· Jeffrey William Ensor Paul (SH1910-14), died 27/07/1916 aged 21 and remembered at Thiepval Memorial 
· Clifford Bygrave Sewell (P1910-11), died 20/09/1916 aged 20 and remembered at Thiepval Memorial 
· Philip Churton Taylor (M1909-13), died 15/09/1916 aged 21 and remembered at Thiepval Memorial
[bookmark: _GoBack]A simple wreath laying ceremony was led by Neil Sutherland (B1966-70), with a poetry reading by Tom Arnold, a friend of Aldenham School, a recital by James James-Crook (M1968-72), of the British Legion’s official remembrance passage taken from Laurence Binyon’s war poem For The Fallen, followed by a minute’s silence to remember fellow OAs and another poetry reading by the Guide, Dave Morrison.
An evening meal in a local restaurant, Le Bistrot d’Antoine, brought the second day to a close.  It was another full schedule which had given an excellent feel for the chilling experiences of the war. However a pleasant evening among friends was most enjoyable.
The final day of the tour began at the Arras memorial to the Missing, where more names of OAs and a former member of staff are inscribed: 
· Norman Brabazon Dick (CR1908-17), a former Maths teacher, served with the 16th Middlesex regiment and was killed on 28/04/1917.
· Arthur Rupert Poggi (B1908-13), served with The King’s (Liverpool Regiment) and was killed on 24/03/1918 aged 20
· Harold Toulmin (M1910-13), served with the Royal Fusiliers and was killed on 17/09/1918 aged 21
· Frederick Kenneth Jackson Trayes, served with the Cheshire Regiment and was killed on 23/03/1918 aged 20
· Geoffrey Wilson served in the Army Training Services Corps and in the Royal Airforce, 209th Squadron, was killed on 15/05/1918 aged 23 and is commemorated on the Arras Flying Services Memorial
On the journey to Vimy Ridge an unscheduled visit was made to Neuville-St.-Vaast.  This is the largest German military cemetery in France where 44,833 German casualties are buried and commemorated. The dark metal crosses disappear into the distance, a heart rending view. Most of the casualties fell during the early stages of the war on the Loretto battlefield and many died on Vimy Ridge in the autumn of 1918.  Another small detour took in the sight of a French cemetery, with its rows of white crosses.
The final stop on the tour was at Vimy Memorial Park, which provided a chance to visit the preserved trench system and to consider serving there amidst falling shells and exploding mines.  Climbing down into Grange Tunnel and imagining the difficulties faced by soldiers on both sides and perhaps the most surprising thing to see was the very short distance between the fighting contingents.
Before leaving there was a planned visit to the Canadian National Vimy Memorial on which the names of 11,168 missing Canadians, killed in action in France are inscribed. Unfortunately torrential rain spoilt the opportunity for a final group photo, but led us to further consider the conditions faced at this place 100 years ago.
The return journey through the Channel Tunnel was pleasingly uneventful.  On arrival back at Aldenham the travellers bade each other farewell before continuing their own journeys home full of thoughtful memories and grateful thanks to those who served and in particular the young men of Aldenham School whose lives were so cruelly cut short.
We will remember them.  
