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Appendix IX: Following My Grandfather’s Footsteps
In September 2003, I had the good fortune to be in Belgium and France. On the 7th, 12th, 13th
and 14 I was able to travel as I wished. On the 7th I visited Ypres (Ieper) to see the In Flander’s
Fields Museum, in the reconstructed Cloth Hall that had been completely destroyed during WWI.
This museum’s theme is the universal atrocity of war and presents itself as a monument and activist
for peace.
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Cloth Hall, Ypres, after WWI

Cloth Hall, Ypres, as it is today

I met a man in the In Flander’s Field Museum, Bill Platt, from Walsall in England who was
visiting for his first time. We met later again at the Menin Gate.

The Menin Gate is at the end of town and was built as a memorial to Commonwealth soldiers
who died during the war in that area. Hundreds of thousands of young men passed this way during
the war on the way to the battlefields. Every evening at 8 pm since July 1st, 1928 the Last Post has
been played by the local volunteer fire brigade. The only exception was during the four years of
German occupation of Ypres from May 20th, 1940 to September 6th, 1944. The ceremony was
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continued during those four years at Brookwood Military Cemetery, Surrey, England. On the
evening that Polish forces liberated Ypres the ceremony was resumed at the Menin Gate, in spite
of heavy fighting still going on in other parts of the town.
That evening the Gate was full of visitors and, as is the custom, a group can come and
participate by laying a wreath after the Last Post has been played. These groups may represent a
community or regiment that was affected by the war. This time it was a group of 5 young girls about
16-17 years old. After the wreath had been laid one of the girls was so overcome she cried
uncontrollably into her friends’ arms. The walls of the Menin Gate hold the names of 56,000
soldiers who died in the Ypres salient between November 1914 and August 1917, and for whom no
remains were ever found. New names are added every year as new information is discovered. There
are members of the Lord Strathcona’s Horse on the walls.

One of the many panels with names engraved in the
Menin Gate

One of the soldiers for whom someone still retains a
memory

Bill Platt and I stood together with a man from northern Belgium who had also never been
there before. Messages are left at the foot of the walls or flowers put beside names. Eighty-five
years since the end of the war and there are still direct testimonials such as the one from a daughter,
no doubt now in her 90's, wishing she could have had more time with her father.
There is no reference in the War Diary of the 7th Canadian Cavalry Field Ambulance (7
CCFA) to suggest that there was any direct connection between the battles near Ypres (the First,
Second and Third Battles of Ypres) though the soldiers from the Lord Strathcona’s Horse identify
some link.
On September 12th I left Brugge to drive through as many communities as possible that my
grandfather had been in. The first was Passchendaele (Passendale). The Canadian Cavalry Brigade
(CCB) was considered for battle here during the Third Battle of Ypres (the Battle of Passchendaele)
but due to the heavy mud it was inappropriate for cavalry. The Tyn Cot cemetery in Passchendaele
holds 11,871 graves of which 70% are un-named and walls with 34,888 names for whom no remains
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were ever found. This is the largest British war cemetery in the world.

Entrance to Tyn Cot Cemetery, Passchendaele
Mourning Dove perched on
memorial cross

A Canadian Soldier of the
Great War - Known Unto God

While in the cemetery it was overcast with a slight rain. Sitting on the top of the cross in the
cemetery was a lamenting Mourning Dove.
From Passchendaele I went to Poperinghe where Grandfather Forrester had stayed from
October 7-16, 1917. The local historical centre is in Talbot House, “Every Man’s Club”, which was
a social hub for British soldiers of all ranks. The curator, Mr. Jacques Ryckebosch, assured me that
if my grandfather had been in Poperinghe he would have visited Talbot House.

Talbot House, Poperinghe
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Mr. Ryckebosch corrected an entry in the War Diary of the 7 CCFA. On October 8th, 1917
it states that casualties were being evacuated to the 44th Casualty Clearing Station at Six Elms. This
station was at Nine Elms so possibly the numeral slipped upside down and was misread? There is
currently a cemetery at this spot as soldiers who died in Casualty Clearing Stations were commonly
buried close by.

Nine Elms Cemetery

From Poperinghe I went to Vimy to see the Canadian monument on which over 11,000
names are engraved of soldiers never found as well as the names of famous battles in which
Canadians participated, including Moreuil Wood.

Canadian memorial at Vimy Ridge

From Vimy I went to Lens where I stayed overnight. Next morning, September 13th, I moved
to some of the Somme battle memorials. The largest British memorial in the world outside of
Britain is the Thiepval Memorial to the Missing. It visibly rises far above the surrounding woods
from a distance and was the first spot that I saw poppies.
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Thiepval Memorial to the Missing

People visit regularly and look through the numerous binders with the lists of the names of
73,367 soldiers identified on the walls, directing the readers to the actual panel on which the soldier
of interest to them is remembered.

I approached two ladies looking at a wall and asked if they had family identified here and
the elder one said that a great uncle was on the wall. She said that in her community most of the
young men left for the war and so few of them returned that there was almost no possibility of
marriage for young ladies in the community. She spoke to the younger lady telling her that that was
why her Aunt Peggy never married.
Further on I stopped briefly at the Courcelette Memorial which recognizes the Canadian
participation at the Battle of Courcelette from September 15-22, 1916. Grandfather Forrester was
at this battle though, as in many battles, the cavalry spent most of its time waiting to be called in.
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Canadian memorial at Courcelette

As I live in Newfoundland I thought it would be appropriate to visit the Beaumont-Hamel
memorial which recognizes the losses of the Newfoundland Regiment on July 1, 1916. A total of
6 of these caribou were cast, 5 are at battlefields in France and Belgium and the sixth in St. John’s
(Bowring Park). The St. John’s caribou has a rust stain like a tear running from its eyes. Perhaps
it is still calling to the five that went away and wondering why there is only silence in return.

Caribou in Beaumont-Hamel

Caribou in Bowring Park

I had intended to visit Lisbourg where Grandfather Forrester received his Military Medal on
May 1 , 1918 however I got quite lost and only found myself in the wrong place with not enough
time left to do all the things I had wanted so moved on. I then went to Namps-au-Val and visited
the Namps-au-Val cemetery where numerous members of the CCB are buried. The dates on the
headstones corresponded with the dates of the battles of Moreuil Wood and Rifle Wood. In this
cemetery can be found the headstone of Captain Gordon Flowerdew, VC. I had hoped to be able
to identify the British soldiers that were with Grandfather Forrester as recorded in his pension
records:
st

“while acting as a stretcher bearer with three of his chums a shell exploded on No. 1 road, killing a
British Officer and two British Tommies and wounding the three men mentioned and himself; and he
was unconscious for some time, and coming to found himself bleeding at the nose and mouth and
pitted with little bits of what appeared to be granite. He assisted his three chums back to the dressing
station but refused to be evacuated himself.”
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I found three British soldiers who died on April 1st and the 2nd, a Lieutenant, Sergeant and
Corporal. I only took a photo of the officer’s headstone not knowing whether I was correct or not.

Capt. Gordon Flowerdew, VC
Lord Strathcona’s Horse

Namps-au-Val Cemetery

Lt. Lewis Dove,
Bedfordshire Yeomanry, QOOH

As there were no rooms available in that area I drove 60 kms to Beauvais where I stayed the
night. On the morning of the 14th I drove to Domart-sur-Luce to meet up with Marc Pilot, a history
professor who teaches at the Lycée Jean Racine in Montdidier, is President of the Luce/Maple Leaf
Association and lives at nearby Berteaucourt-les-Thennes. He was planning to meet up with three
members of the Queen’s Own Oxfordshire Hussars (QOOH) that afternoon who had an interest in
Rifle Wood and offered to show me Moreuil Wood ahead of time.

Early morning mists over Picardy

Church in Domart-sur-Luce

Marc with wife Christianne and son
Antoine

After lunch at Marc’s we went to Sénecat Wood where the Canadians rested after their attack
on Moreuil Wood, March 30th, 1918, for which Gordon Flowerdew won his posthumous Victoria
Cross. We could see Moreuil Wood in the distance and later drove up as close as we could to it
where Marc described the route taken by Seely when planting the flag of the CCB at the beginning
of the attack.
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French memorial, Sénecat Wood and in distance
Moreuil Wood

Moreuil Wood on horizon

At 3 pm we met up with Colonel Tim May, Major Richard Belbin and Sergeant Mark Taylor
of the QOOH. They are working on a joint memorial project with the CCB to remember the battle
of Rifle Wood. They were not involved with Moreuil Wood. We drove to the orchard at the foot
of the hill leading up to Rifle Wood. This orchard has a brick wall around it which was also there
in 1918. It was from this spot that the CCB and the QOOH launched their attack. Looking up the
hill it was easy to see the incredible disadvantage of dismounted soldiers as they crossed over open
fields directly into oncoming German machine gun fire. Over their heads from behind would have
been covering British machine gun fire. The fields were wet at the time of the attack as it had rained
a lot that spring so any advance would have been slowed by mud.
While in the area of the orchard we found an intact (live) artillery shell, an intact bullet,
decayed water bottle and a trenching tool, all remnants of 1918.
Brigadier-General Jack Seely commented in his diary that morning that he had never been
so nervous in his life, ordering 1,000 men to march against a line of German machine guns.

The long slope up to Rifle Wood

Rifle Wood as seen from orchard

Live ammunition found near orchard - a
bullet and artillery shell
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The main Amiens-Roye road crosses about 3/4 of the way up the hill which provided a small
line of protection as there was a small hill above the road. This is probably the No. 1 Road referred
to in Grandpa Forrester’s records and on which the high velocity shell burst killing or fatally
wounding the three QOOH soldiers.

Marc Pilot and Colonel May discussing the attack,
looking down from the edge of Rifle Wood

An artillery shell cartridge in one of the many craters
on the floor of Rifle Wood

We drove up to Rifle Wood then walked through it. It is a very peaceful spot though the
ground is full of craters that remain from the artillery shells shot at the wood during the attack. We
found shell cartridges as we walked through. As the wind blew through the leaves high in the trees
one could imagine the sounds of men running through, crying out to each other as bullets ripped
through the leaves, artillery and shrapnel shells exploding.
On the far side of Rifle Wood we saw a German dugout that remained from the August 8th
attack (The Black Day of the German Army). The Germans again held the wood and the CCB
attacked to regain it. This wood has been variously called Rifle Wood, Dodo Wood, Dodu Wood,
Schwarzwald (by the Germans) and Bois de Hourges by the French. The dugout is U-shaped,
therefore having two exits in case one becomes blocked.

Marc Pilot in front of German
dugout
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While we walked through the wood, other friends of Marc, Brigitte and Jean Mroz, also
members of the Luce/Maple Leaf Association walked around the periphery looking for further
artifacts. During their walk they found shrapnel, a German machine gun clip, and rifle bullets. They
maintain a small collection in their basement of artifacts that they have found including badges,
helmets, rifles, bayonets, grenades, artillery shells, bullets, shrapnel, pistols, etc.
While visiting their home the members of the QOOH consulted their regimental history
(Oxfordshire Hussars in the Great War by A. Kevin-Falconer). They were convinced that the three
soldiers that died or were fatally wounded on Road #1 on April 1, 1918 were Lieutenant Lewis
Dove, Sergeant A. Hawtin and Corporal R. N. Webb.
This area of Picardy is very pretty with farmland and small villages predominating. It is very
peaceful with few signs left of the war. There are plenty of monuments and cemeteries but these
exist in the background for most residents. There continue to be injuries every year as people handle
unexploded shells. Marc and Jean know personally of two people who have received serious
injuries to their hands and faces. In addition, fires cannot be lit in these woods as they pose the
greatest risk for setting off undetonated explosives. I asked if metal detectors are used to look for
additional remains from the war. Apparently it is illegal in France to use these devices for this
purpose. It was added that there is so much history in this area, back to the Roman conquest
involving metal, that the detector would be constantly going off.
Marc hopes to remind people of the importance of these battles as Rifle Wood/Moreuil Wood
were strategic sites overlooking the road to Amiens. If the Germans had maintained them during
the Michael offensive that started on March 21st, 1918 they would then have been able to capture
and control Amiens a main rail link for the armies and the hinge between the French and British
forces. Breaking this hinge would have sent the French to defend Paris and the English to the
Channel ports to stop an invasion of Britain.
So long ago and yet young women still weep at Menin Gate.
Will ye go to Flanders, my Mally-o,
To see the bold commanders, my boy, me Mally-o
And you’ll see the bullets fly
And you’ll hear the ladies cry,
And the soldiers how they die, my Mally-o.
Will Ye Go To Flanders,
18th century Scottish traditional

Men Who March Away

11

Well the sun's shining now on these green fields of France, The warm wind blows gently and the red poppies dance.

The trenches are vanished long under the plough, No gas, and no barbed wire, no guns firing now.

But here in this graveyard it's still No Man's Land, The countless white crosses in mute witness stand.

To man's blind indifference to his fellow man, And a whole generation who were butchered and damned.
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Did they beat the drum slowly? Did they sound the fife lowly?

Did the rifles fire o'er ye as they lowered you down?

Did the bugles sing 'The Last Post' in chorus?

Did the pipes play 'The Flowers o' the Forest'?
No Man’s Land,
Eric Bogle
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