
- 1 - 
 

 

The Spire 

Sentinel 

           

 

The Newsletter & Magazine of The 

Chesterfield Branch of The Western Front 

Association 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ISSUE 81 – November 2022 

Our aims are 'Remembrance and Sharing the History of the 

Great War'.  
 



- 2 - 
 

 

Western Front Association Chesterfield Branch – Meetings 2022 

Meetings start at 7.30pm and take place at the Labour Club, Unity House, Saltergate, Chesterfield S40 1NF 

January 4th .Branch AGM and Members Evening – 3 short presentations by Jon-Paul 

Harding, Andy Rawson and Grant Cullen      
    

February 1st `Steaming to The Front`– Britain`s Railways in The Great War  by 
Grant Cullen     

    

March 
 
 

1st `They Think It`s all Over`…. By Andy Rawson . Plenty has been said 

about the breaking of the Hindenburg Line. This presentation looks at the 

pursuit of the Germans which occurred during the final weeks of the war.  

April 5th Soldiers and Their Horses – Horses and Their Soldiers by Dr Jane Flynn – 

a sympathetic consideration of the soldier – horse relationship 1914-18     

    

May 
 

3rd 
`Finding Deborah` by Mike Tipping. How the team that discovered 
tank Deborah D-51 went on to find me, and my journey to Deborah     

June 7th The Cost of the War' By Roy Larkin.  Hansard tells us that the Great War of 1914-

18 increased the National Debt to £7,435,000,000 or £377,144,063,927 at today's 

value which took 100 years to pay off.  
    

July 
  

5th 
  

The Italian Front 1915-1918 by John Chester. Covers the fighting in Italy 
from beginning to end. Includes the contribution of the British and their 
part in ending the war.     

August 2nd Peter Hart returns to Chesterfield – last time was just before the 
first lockdown in March 2020. The title of Peter`s talk is Rupert 
Brooke and the `Glitterati` at Gallipoli`      

September 
 6th 

The Inventions Department by Richard Godber. A little known part of the 
Ministry of Munitions. Based upon Richard`s dissertation for his 
Wolverhampton MA, previously a very under researched area about which 
little was known. 
     

October 
 4th 

`The Fighting Fifth`…..and the attack at Bellewarde Ridge 16th June 1915 
by John Beech. John has a strong personal connection with the 
Northumberland Fusiliers in this action     

November 1st `Shell Shock and the History of Psychiatry` by Jill Brunt. Based upon 
sessions on this subject presented to students at Northern College, 
Barnsley 

    
    

December 
 1st 

`British League of Help` by Dudley Giles. Nearly 90 towns, cities, and 

organisations in the UK, Australia, Canada and Mauritius signed up in the period 

1920-1922 to 'adopt' a village, town or city in the Devastated Zone of France. Some 

of these adoptions lasted only a few years, some (like Sheffield's adoption of 

Bapaume, Serre and Puisieux) survived until after WW2     
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Just to let everyone know, the popular free 'Monday Night Webinars' will start again this 
month, and will be weekly up until Armistice and then fortnightly thereafter.  
Those who have watched them before can register for the talks in the usual way, but for 
those who haven't seen them, if you go to the HQ website and click on 'Events', then 'National 
Events', it will take you to the individual talks and you can register online for as many as you 
like. Then on the day, you will receive an email link to join the talk.  
The talks start at 20.00hrs. and last about an hour with a short Q&A afterwards. Spaces can 
be restricted, so book early! 
The first talks are:  
Monday 31 October - The Flying Sikh - Hardit Singh Malik, the RFC and the First World War 
Monday 7 November - The Coal Black Sea: Winston Churchill and the Worst Naval Catastrophe 
of the First World War 
Monday 14 November - Investigating the Australians at Pozieres 
Monday 28 November - The Searchers: The Quest for the Lost of the First World War 
Why not give them a try? 

 
November Meeting – Jill Brunt 
 
Jill  started my working life as a Speech 
and Language Therapist, practicing in the 
NHS and treating both adults and children. 

A change in career and a Masters Degree 
led her in to Adult and University 
Education. She was Assistant Principal at 
Northern College, Senior Research Fellow 
and Director of Teaching in the Faculty of 
Medicine, University of Sheffield and CEO 
of an Awarding Body. She held two Visiting 
Professorships at Sheffield Hallam 
University and London South Bank 
University. 
She is now a Chesterfield Borough 

Councillor with a Cabinet Portfolio for Health and Well-being. Also looking forward to 
being fully retired!  
 
Shell Shock in WW1: the session will explore the position of psychiatry during 

the war, presenting symptoms and treatment for shell shock and the context in 

the UK for returning soldiers. 

Any opinions expressed in this Newsletter /Magazine are not necessarily those of the 

Western Front Association, Chesterfield Branch, in particular, or the Western Front 

Association in general 
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 Secretary`s Scribbles  

Dear Members and Friends, 

Welcome to the November edition of our Branch 
Newsletter.  
 
The Branch looked into the possibility of having 

representation at the WFA Commemoration Parade at 
the Cenotaph in London on November 11th. I am 
delighted that Jane Lovatt, Jon-Paul Harding, Yvonne 
Ridgeway and James Kay are all set to go with costs 
being met by Branch funds plus a generous grant given to 
Branches by WFA Central for this purpose. 
 
Of course these guys will not be the only representatives 

of our Branch being in attendance. Tony Bolton  will be there as National Chair and 
Rob Nash who is Parade Marshall. I can tell you that Rob has put in a power of work 
with the organisation of this event, liaising with the Metropolitan Police and various 
government agencies to ensure that it passes off smoothly.  
 
Rob was one of the guests at Worksop Royal British Legion`s Festival of Remembrance 
on October 15th. He was one of six veterans of the Falklands campaign of 1982 in 
attendance which was the keynote theme for the evening. Some of the veterans – 
including Rob – gave moving accounts of their time in the South Atlantic 
 

This month – Tuesday 1st November  we have local lady Jill Brunt coming to talk about 
`Shell Shock and the History of Psychiatry` . This talk is  based upon sessions on this 
subject she presented to students at Northern College, Barnsley. Members may recall her 
husband Steve speaking to us last year about the CWGC and his new role within it. 
 
Now that we are in last quarter of 2022 my thoughts are now turning to recruiting speakers 
for next year. Among those who will be in the line up will be Tim Lynch who received an 
award from the WFA for his MA Thesis. This was presented at our President`s Conference 
earlier this year. For 2002 we had an amazing response from members volunteering to step 
forward and give a talk – look at Richard Godber …..first time ever….great talk.  
So – who is next?.  
 
Seriously though we have  a WFA speakers list so please let me have an idea of what topics 
you would like to hear being discussed and we will see what can be arranged. 
 

Next month the presentation will be `British League of Help` by Dudley Giles.  
 
Nearly 90 towns, cities, and organisations in the UK, Australia, Canada and Mauritius 
signed up in the period 1920-1922 to 'adopt' a village, town or city in the Devastated 
Zone of France. Some of these adoptions lasted only a few years, some (like 
Sheffield's adoption of Bapaume, Serre and Puisieux) survived until after WW2. 
Dudley you may recall organised our on line meetings jointly with our friends at 
Lincoln during the pandemic when it was not possible to organise face to face 
meetings  
 
 
Best wishes, Grant Cullen    Branch Secretary  07824628638  
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It was a pleasure for Branch Chair Tony Bolton to welcome our speaker for the 
evening, John Beech, to our October meeting. John used to be an ever present at 
Chesterfield Branch meetings but hasn`t been so regular since taking over the Chair 
of East Midlands (Ruddington) Branch and taking his Great War studies to a higher 
level with Wolverhampton University.  
We are grateful to John for helping us out having had to hastily re-arrange our 
speakers programme only a few weeks ago. John was only just back from a visit to 

the Western Front,,,was that some Flanders mud that you had on your shoes 
John…..?? 
 
After a bit of an IT glitch, John launched into his presentation – aided by some 
informative handouts made available to all attendees 
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maps view 

Google Maps view of the battlefields today where this action took place in 1915. John referred 
to this map frequently comparing with the maps (everyone got  a copy) as issued by the BEF 
and the Germans in 1915 
 
 
 

1  
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These photos were taken by Private Frederick Alexander Fyfe of Liverpool Scottish (the 1/10th 
King’s (Liverpool) Regiment). Before the war Fyfe was a newspaper photographer. There exists a 
series of images he took (against regulations) of life in the front line. This photograph is perhaps the 
most graphic as it shows the situation at about 6am on 16 June during an attack at Bellewaarde by 
his battalion. The flag on the right (which would have been yellow and red) is to enable artillery 
observers to note the progress of the attack and therefore (theoretically) avoid shelling of one’s own 
troops. 
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Herbert Francis Burden (22 March 1898 – 21 July 1915) was a soldier in 

the British Expeditionary Force during the First World War. Born in 1898 

in Lewisham, south-east London, Burden is generally accepted as having 

lied about his age in order to enlist at the age of 16. Having joined 

the 1st South Northumberland Fusiliers, he soon deserted, returned to 

London and joined the East Surrey Regiment, whom he also soon 

deserted. Rejoining his old battalion, he was sent to France when the 

army believed him to be 19 years old, and he probably fought at 

the Battle of Bellewaarde Ridge in May 1915. Having already gone absent 

without leave (AWOL) from his unit on multiple occasions, he left his post 

once again the following month—he said to see a friend in the 

neighbouring regiment—but he was arrested and accused of desertion. 

Found guilty, he was executed by firing squad two days later aged 17. In 

2001 his case, and his image, was the basis for a memorial statue in 

the National Memorial Arboretum to those who had been unfairly 

executed by 20th-century standards. Five years later, Burden and the 

other men were granted pardons by the British government. 
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Tom Heap cycled 621-miles through France to retrace his family's footsteps 
By the time they reached northern France, one of Tom Heap’s fellow cyclists on the 
621-mile Western Front Way was reduced to stuffing clumps of grass in his 
underpants. The unfortunate cyclist’s modern touring-bike cycle seat was bruising his 
backside.  

It was a moment of great glee for Heap, who was traversing this newly plotted route – 
which carves south to north across the breadth of France from the Swiss mountains to 
the Belgian coast at Nieuwpoort – on a 1920s cycle with rod gears, a steel frame and 
a metal-sprung leather seat.  

Heap had feared that his novelty vehicle, which weighs 17kg compared to today’s 
average of ten, would prove a bumpy ride, yet it rode like an “absolute joy”.  “They 

made those seats surprisingly comfortable,” he laughs. 

These privations were nothing to the experience of the men who inspired these twin 
commemorative hiking and biking routes, which will launch on November 7. Over the 
war’s 51 month duration, nine million men perished from combat and disease on the 
Front: a 400-mile stretch of trench systems that formed the principal theatre of war. 

Heap’s two great uncles were amongst the Great War’s fallen: a sporty young man 
called Thomas Cunningham Gillespie, killed in action near La Bassée in north-east 
France, and his intellectual older brother Alexander Douglas Gillespie, a pupil 
barrister who became an officer in 1915, his commission having been delayed for a 
year due to his short-sightedness. 

Alexander Douglas Gillespie was a witty correspondent and wrote a series of letters 
from the Front to his family and former headmaster at Winchester school, including a 
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flurry of missives, in the summer of 1915, that set down his dream that no man’s land 
would become a pilgrimage route, a via sacra, at this brutal war’s end.  

“These fields are sacred in a sense…” Gillespie wrote to his former headmaster from 
the trenches at Loos. “I wish that when peace comes our government might combine 
with the French government to make one long avenue between the lines from the 
Vosges to the sea… a fine broad road in the ‘No Man’s Land’ between the lines, with 

paths for pilgrims on foot and… trees for shade.” 

The Western Front 

In 2014, in the aftermath of the World War One centenary celebrations, historian 
Anthony Seldon, who had chanced upon Gillespie’s correspondence when writing a 
book, and Heap, who is a trustee of the Western Front Way charity, set about the 
long process of realising Gillespie’s 1915 dream. 

Today the two Western Front Ways (thewesternfrontway.com) – cycle and foot routes 
which at points overlap – have been plotted along their length with the help of local 
French and Belgian partners, and mapped out on an app, which includes images, 
audio recollections and snippets of social history (such as letters home from young 
men on the front) as well as recommendations of monuments to see and hotels en 
route where you can hang your muddied boots, or cycling helmets.  
The walk takes around 40 days to complete from mountains to coast, and the cycle 
route around 12 days. 

Heap’s journey along the cycle Western Front Way on his 1920s upright cycle, the 
charmingly named OK Perfection Roaster, was undertaken over 11 sunny days in 
September, in the company of members of Heap’s family and friends and Western 
Front Way supporters. Their journey began in Pfetterhouse, a Swiss border town with 

an alpine character where the air was fresh and the merry band of cyclists were 
brimming with excitement as Heap read from Gillespie’s correspondence to the 
gathered cyclists.  

 
 

Tom Heap and his cycling comrades tackle France's Western Front Way 
The greatest cycling challenges come in the earliest stretches of the south-north 
route: there’s a 1,680m climb on day two and in the Vosges, a range of low 
mountains near the German border in Eastern France, which the cyclists reached on 
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day three, sinuous roads twist through steeply wooded hillsides and vantage points 
from the Grand-Ballon, the highest summit, overlook the swooping flight of eagles.  

Sustenance was provided by Heap’s sister Alice and wife Tammany, who followed the 
tour in a supply car and popped up at lunchtimes with crisp baguettes, livid red local 
saucisson, feathery mille feuille and high-calorie flapjacks that Tammany made from 
late-travel writer Jan Morris’ recipe from her 1953 Everest expedition.  

Today much of the north of France has been given over to the concrete expanses of 
21st century infrastructure, but many southern stretches of the route are as they 
would have been in the Gillespies’ day. 

“The pattern of the settlements is the same, though some villages were flattened 
during the First World War and of course the fields have been endlessly ploughed 
over,” he says. But at points where the Western Way Route route traverses 
woodlands – at Fontenelle, Ban de Sapt and Tranchee de la soif, near Verdun – “the 
trenches and cratered landscape of war is fully visible,” Heap recalls. 

 
 

War memorials can be spotted along the route  
 

The north of France is well known to the British for its war commemoration tourism – 
the Thiepval memory to the war dead at the Somme in Authuille; the World War II 
landing beaches in Normandy – but regions of the south such as Verdun, where the 
French suffered 377,231 casualties in a battle that ground on through 11 months of 
1916, were, Heap says, unexpectedly moving. 

“It’s beautiful countryside around Verdun, all rolling greens, and the battlefield still 
felt tense with the memory and brutalities of war,” he explains.  

The cyclist band, nursing various bruises and scrapes by the route’s final days, also 
stopped to pay tribute at the plaques to Thomas and Alexander, who died on 25th 
September 1915 in the first Battle of Loos, killed while leading a charge against an 
enemy position. He was the only officer to get as far as German trenches that day, 
and died where he fell.  
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Rebooting remembrance 

The Western Front Way’s patrons hope that the new route will be a novel way of 
interacting with the past, a means of “rebooting remembrance” as living memory 
fades. Heap imagines that the Western Front Way will be a little like the Santiago de 
Compostela, the famous camino that some pilgrims walk to commune with religion, 
some for the physical challenge, and others for the sheer pleasure and camaraderie 

of the hike. 

 
 

Tom Heap conquered the route on a 90-year-old push bike 
 

“People don’t have to be morbid and walk about war monuments looking at their 
shoes,” is the way Heap sees it. “You can do it as an endurance route, for its 
geography, or as a wine tour – you will still be marinated in the history of this 
important war.” 

Despite the fact he conquered the route on a 90-year-old push bike – suggested by 
Heap’s cycling enthusiast son Dugal – cycling the The Western Front Way was also, for 

Heap, a thoroughly 21st century project of commemoration, in an era in which grand-
scale ‘completist’ land challenges, such as Scotland’s scenic North Coast 500, are all 
the rage. 

“There’s something special about being in the landscape that witnessed war, and 
moving slowly across distance through this landscape,” Heap says. “It brings you a 
little bit closer to understanding those who lived through it. Were these the wild 
flowers and sedges my great uncles saw? Is this a trench they dug? It’s all quite spine-
tingling.” 

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXxX 

In the last issue of the Newsletter I published the diary of Private Walter Roddis , 
here is another that of  Sydney G Cane dated May 1918 after a wound injury 
required his repatriation to Netley Hospital , Southampton 
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