39: Thomas Arthur Holmes

Basic Information [as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC]

Name as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC: T. Holmes

Rank: Gunner

Battalion / Regiment: 216th Siege Battery, Royal Garrison Artillery

Service Number: 106730 Date of Death: 24 April 1918 Age at Death: 40

Buried / Commemorated at: Ribemont Communal Cemetery Extension, Ribemont-sur-Ancre,
Departement de la Somme, Picardie, France

Additional information given by CWGC: The son of Thomas and Annie Holmes, of Spondon, Derby; husband
of Lydia Henrietta Holmes, of 15, Queen St., Watermoor, Cirencester, Glos.

Thomas Arthur Holmes is recorded also on the memorial in St Nicholas Parish Church,
Burton. On that memorial, and in the newspaper report of his death, his rank is given as
Bombardier.

The database Soldiers Died in the Great War, 1914-1919 records him as P L BDR — a Paid
Lance Bombardier.

The Liverpool Daily Post recorded his age as 39, rather than the 40 recorded by CWGC,
and noted that he had been the ‘late head gardener at Denhall’.

Thomas Holmes attested, for the Royal Garrison Artillery (RGA), in Neston on 4
December 1915 when he was aged 36 years 7 months. He was described as being 5ft
8ins tall, with a 37-inch expanded chest and weighed 136lb (9 stone 10lb / 61.8kg).
Whilst his physical development was said to be ‘good’ it is recorded that he had a mole
on the right side of his sternum and that he suffered from external piles! He described
himself as the head gardener at Denhall Gardens, Neston and he was married with two
children.

Thomas was the (possibly eldest) son of Thomas and Ann E Holmes of 18, Moor End,
Spondon, Derby. Thomas snr was a railway goods guard (with the Midland Railway in
1911) and both he and Ann were born in Spondon; in 1911 they had been married for
33 years and four of their six children had survived:

Thomas Arthur birth registered at Shardlow 2" quarter 1879
Edith Anne birth registered at Shardlow 1%t quarter 1881
Albert birth registered at Shardlow 4™ quarter 1882
Sarah May birth registered at Shardlow 2" quarter 1897

By the time of the 1901 census the family had moved from Chapel Lane, Spondon, to
18, Moor End, Spondon but Thomas Arthur Holmes had now left home and was
boarding with stationary engine stoker Walter and Polly Tarling at 13 Wharf Road,
Altrincham. Thomas was then 21, single, and described as an orchid grower.

On 7 October 1908 Thomas Arthur Holmes married Lydia Henrietta Edwards at
Cirencester Parish Church; Lydia was the daughter of watchmaker and repairer Edwin
and Charlotte Edwards of 16, Queen Street, Watermoor, Cirencester. Thomas'’s first
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child, Arthur Charles Holmes was born 31 August 1910; Thomas was then a gardener at
Grendon Hall in North Warwickshire, close to the Leicestershire border.
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1911 census - Kitchens Bridge, Grendon, Warwickshire

Thomas Holmes 31 gardener (domestic) born Spondon, Derbyshire
Lydia 30 born Cirencester, Glos.
Arthur 7 months born Grendon, Warks.

Thomas and Lydia had been married for two years and Arthur had been their only child.
Grendon, Warwickshire is three miles west of Atherstone and five miles east of Tamworth.

Grendon Hall was “..a fine large edifice mainly rebuilt in 1825, [which] has been for
centuries the seat of the Chetwynd
family’. The Hall was demolished in
1933 and the last baronet, Sir Victor
Chetwynd, died in 1935. It is said that
the brickwork of the Hall was
purchased by an American who had it
shipped back and rebuilt in his home
town.

However, it was not long after this that
Thomas and his family moved to
Neston where his second child,
Thomas Edwin Holmes was born on 25
, February 1913.

i

e )

T

Thomas was a gardener at Denhall Gardens, Neston - and he gave this as his address -
where, at the time of his enlistment in December 1915, he was the head gardener.

Thomas Holmes was a member of the 216%™ Siege Battery Royal Garrison Artillery. Siege
Batteries were equipped with heavy howitzers, sending large calibre high explosive
shells in high trajectory, plunging fire.
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The usual armaments were 6-inch, 8-inch and 9.2-inch howitzers, although some had
huge railway- or road-mounted 12-inch howitzers. As British artillery tactics developed,
the Siege Batteries were most often employed in destroying or neutralising the enemy
artillery, as well as putting destructive fire down on strongpoints, dumps, store, roads
and railways behind enemy lines. The 216" Siege Battery consisted of four 6-inch
howitzers, which together with their crews formed a small part of 89 Heavy Artillery
Group (HAG), originally attached to the 46" North Midland Division. The 46™ Division
had fought through some of the toughest campaigns of the Great War, taking a leading
part in the opening of The Battle of the Somme in July 1916, suffering heavy casualties
during an attack on Gommecourt, and fought through the later Battle of the Ancre, and

following the German Retreat to the Hindenburg Line in 1917. [Adapted from:
http://www.1914-1918.net/siege-battery and http://www.mikerlewis.com/diary/]

Having attested in December 1915 Thomas wasn’t mobilised and posted, as a Gunner,
until 24 July 1916 when he joined the 2" RGA Depot which, it seems, was based at
Gosport and was in charge of the Southern Coastal Defences defending Portsmouth
and Portland. On 21 December 1916 the 216™ Siege Battery RGA embarked at
Southampton for France as part of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), landing at Le
Havre the same day.

What happened next is unknown but it appears that Thomas became ill as, on 24
December, he was admitted to a Field Hospital which necessitated him being
transferred to No.7 Canadian Stationary Hospital, Harfleur, just inland of Le Havre.
There is some suggestion that his condition was diagnosed as PUO - ‘pyrexia of
unknown origin’, very probably a feverish condition associated with trench fever.
Thomas may have remained here until 18 January 1917 when he appears to have
rejoined his unit.

By 14 July 1917 the 46™ Division, which included the 216" Siege Battery RGA, was in
the Loos Sector, and they played an important role in supporting the infantry during
The Battle for Hill 70 which began the following day. The 46" North Midland Division
was in the thick of the fighting, with the Canadian Corps to its south, and the 216
Siege Battery was fully involved in support of the assaulting troops. On 6 September
1917 Thomas was appointed a Lance Bombardier and this was confirmed on 24
September.

The details of the action in which Thomas Holmes was involved when he was wounded,
and died on 24 April 1918, are not known to be recorded - 37 members of the RGA died
on that day, although only three were from the 216" Siege Battery. It is known that,
after being wounded, Thomas was taken to the 11* Australian Field Ambulance where
he died; he had served in the army for a total of 2 years 142 days, 1 year and 124 days
being with the BEF.

The 11* Field Ambulance was the Field Ambulance Company that nominally supported
the 11'" Brigade of the Third Division, comprised of the 41 (Queensland) 42"
(Queensland), 43™ (South Australia) and 44" (Western Australia) Battalions.
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Field Ambulances were however under command of the Division HQ rather than the

supported Brigade.

The 11t Australian Field Ambulance

had been located at Querrieu on The Somme,

around 11%km north-east of Amiens but, shortly after 12 April 1918, they were forced
to move as a consequence of the increase in hostile shelling of the vicinity *. In fact the
unit moved only a small distance and to better accommodation; the site, just 1%:km
St-Gratien road) was a large chateau with

north of Querrieu (on the Querrieu -
numerous outbuildings:
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The records show that, for the period
from 28 March - 30 April 1918 the unit
received 1783 wounded men, the
largest number (209, 11.7%) being on
24 April, the day on which Thomas
Holmes died. Indeed, on that day 5
wounded men died at the hospital.

The hospital’s War Diary for this time
gives some further useful information:
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! Another factor was that the Querrieu site was poorly located in the chain of evacuation for injured troops — there was no

Casualty Clearing Station within 30km.
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11t Australian Field
Ambulance War Diary
(extract)
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au/collection/C1353863
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The War Diary records, for 24 April, that a large percentage of cases was the result of
enemy shell gas. This appears to consist largely of mixed Mustard and Phosgene gasses.
The War Diary entry for 26/29 April, referring back to the influx of men on 24 April,
comments that Most of these were from VILLERS BRETONNEUX and a forest which
adjoins the village. Apparently the gas is hanging about here and men are being

exposed to a low
concentration of
gas over a
prolonged period.

It is quite probable
that Thomas Arthur
Holmes was in the
area of Villers
Bretonneux when
he was injured. If
this is correct, then
he was a casualty of
The Second Battle
of Villers-
Bretonneux (24 to
25 April 191), during
the German Spring
Offensive against the

Allied lines to the east of

Amiens.
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The location of the 11™ Australian Field Ambulance in April 1918
(red) and Villers-Bretonneux (encircled in purple).

The map shows also the western limits of the German troop
advances in April 1918 although considerable shelling occurred west
of this line — Querrieu was in range of the German artillery.

[https://teganbrunton.weebly.com/battle-of-le-hamel.html]
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Although representing the military situation of 6 August 1918 at The Battle of Amiens, some 3% months
after Thomas Arthur Holmes died, the map shows the relative positions of the 11™ Australian Field
Ambulance in April 1918 (red), Villers-Bretonneux (encircled in purple) and the other settlements of this
area of the Somme and further south.

http://www.allworldwars.com/Tanks-in-the-Great-War-1914-1918-by-John-Fuller.html

The Second Battle of Villers-Bretonneux was notable for the first major use of tanks by

the Germans, who

deployed fourteen of their twenty A7Vs and for the first tank-versus-tank battle in history. The
tank battle occurred when three advancing A7Vs met and engaged three British Mark IV tanks,
two of which were female tanks armed only with machine-guns. The two Mark 1V females were

damaged and forced to withdraw but the male tank, armed with 6-pounder guns, hit and

disabled the lead A7V, which was then abandoned by its crew. The Mark 1V continued to fire on
the two remaining German A7Vs, which withdrew. The "male" then advanced with the support
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of several Whippet light tanks which had
arrived, until disabled by artillery fire and
abandoned by the crew. The German and
British crews recovered their vehicles
later in the day. A counter-attack by two
Australian and one British brigade during
the night of 24 April partly surrounded
Villers-Bretonneux and on 25 April the
town was recaptured. Australian, British
and French troops restored the original

front line by 27 April.

.

[https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second _
Battle_of_Villers-Bretonneux]

The Casualty Form of Thomas
Arthur Holmes'’s Service

'Army Form B. 103.

: Regiment or Corps
Rank -2

Wounded soldiers being treated at an advanced dressing
station near Ypres.
[https://rslvirtualwarmemorial.org.au/explore/units/189]
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final line (arrowed) his death
from wounds.

Enlisted (a)_4: /4 75 Terms of Service (a)LfZ._

Date of promotion to present rank

Service reckons from («) ot . 22. 2 5"

Date of appointment to lance runk

e AR — . ) Qualification (b)
Immediately above this entry ‘ Extendefl{ } Re-engaged { 2 : } 9 forps Trade and Rate
there is an indication that, in Qa 7+ Capt & Riganture of Officer i/c Records. .
eport TRecord of 1 i iy o emarks
early February 1918, he had 2 T [ FEEETETRAE G, | oy el
hort leav he UK. ' S lres T :
short leave to the U . Embarked ... /f ol | M- 1906 Oﬂxr“\/\m/o%
99:12:16 |06 206 1B Dilmbeted Zé n e |99 ia40] @V
¢ 119 \PE2/8 SR | Bitonive Uoprital -\ Fdely  iinsb\Bas.
. T e S e e R ks s
Although he‘was buried T Daoor | o Goiis e e e
soon after his death, R o :
T B T W W
Thomas’s body was later Sl il lfldn! Ao
. . e e (8021 R P, e
exhumed and reburied in e e R :
the Ribemont Communal . _§ ey o &
Cemetery Extension, FhE e
south-west of Albert on

The Somme.
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This mep depicts the German sdvance and

] [ . RIVAL STRENGTHS =
THE GER AN ADVANCE AND " ARMIES DIVIS the British retreat betwsen 21 March and
" THE ITISH RETREAT WUSISSSYN 28 Morch 1918, togather with the line
? - SRR R R R W re-established on 4 and 5 April 1918.
~ MARCH - APRIL 1918 S TR EREM N 0 22 March, the first broakthrough south

German 18th.Amy| 25 FYTER W of the River Somms occurred, and by 25

Important note: on 3 April, the Allied armies were British 3rd. Army | 14 | 1120 fg;fg';?’m‘:’;: r::n ;f‘:vgf:ﬁa‘:":g’ :;‘;’a’;”

unified under one suprermne “generalissima” (Foch). British Sth. Army 12 WEEUR W disintegration. Between 26 and. 27 March,
many, successive positions wers rapidly and
BRITISH FIRST ARMY GERMAN SIXTH ARMY tempordrily taken up. '

The Garman offensive was a tactical success
but a strategic faifure. Main reasons: lack of
/ ; Iagistical. strategic, and tactical fire support
28 March 1318, maobility. Also, Allied aircraft strafing attacks
British attacks demoralized the advancing troops.

on Arras front.
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Villers-Bretonneux, the probable location where Thomas Arthur Holmes was injured, is
encircled in red.

[Source: A Military Atlas of the First World War  Arthur Banks Lea Cooper (an imprint of
Pen & Sword Books) 2001]
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Following the death of Thomas his
widow, Lydia, and family moved -
perhaps temporarily - back to her
parents’ house in Cirencester (N° 16
Queen Street and not N° 15 as
recorded by the CWGC). She was
paid, from 11 November 1918 a
weekly pension of 25s 5d.

It appears that Lydia and Thomas had
had a second son, Thomas Edwin
Holmes, who was born on 25
February 1913. Thomas may have
died in late 1956, aged 43, in
Cirencester, but nothing definite is
known of his brother, Arthur.
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Army Form W.5080 records the details of
Thomas's closest relatives.

Although Lydia, Thomas’s widow, gave her
address as 16, Queen Street, Watermoor,
Cirencester, Gloucestershire, the form was
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Army Registers of Soldiers' Effects, 1901-1929

In Summer 1919 the army paid outstanding credits — mainly remaining wages — to soldiers or, in the case of
those who had died, their family or representatives. At the same time a War Gratuity was often paid.
Thomas Arthur Holmes had accrued a credit of £11 8s 4d and this was received by his widow Lydia, as sole

legatee. Lydia received also the £8 War Gratuity.

The total payment, £19 8s 4d, is approximately equivalent to a labour value (ie wages) of about £2950 in 2018.

The War Gratuity was introduced in December 1918 as a payment to be made to those men who had served in
WW?1 for a period of 6 months or more home service or for any length of service if a man had served overseas.
The rules governing the gratuity were implemented under Army Order 17 of 1919 but the amount paid was

related to the length of war service.
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16, Queen Street, Watermoor,
Cirencester, Gloucestershire.
Following the death of Thomas
Holmes his wife, Lydia, and
their two children were
recorded as living here in May
1919.

Arthur C Holmes (born 31 August 1910) married Kathleen Mary Caudle (born 26

January 1915) at Cirencester Parish Church in mid-1939 and it is believed that they had

two children: Michael C (born mid-1940) ; Janice E (born late 1946).

In the 1939 Register Arthur C Holmes and Kathleen were living at 29 Queen Street,
.,.mmm,m o g \L ¥ 3. m,;;{;;,nfmz Cirencester, and Arthur was recorded as a

¥ - &?ﬁﬁliﬁi?q B carpenter and joiner. In the household with
them was Arthur’s widowed mother, Lydia

(born 21 March 1881) and a Joyce R Parish
(born 9 February 1928) who may not have
been a close relative of Arthur Holmes.
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Signed by Lydia on 18 May 1922, this records
that she had received Thomas’s army medals.

In late 1940, 22 years after Arthur’s death,
Lydia Henrietta Holmes married William James Wheeler at Cirencester Parish Church.
Lydia would then have been aged about 60. She died, in Cirencester, in July/September
1965 aged 84.

A William James Wheeler (born 1 July 1884) died in Cirencester in early 1972.
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