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INFORMATION SHEET — SOLDIERS EXECUTED
DURING THE FIRST WORLD WAR

To encourage the others..........................

-During the First World War, ten men associated with Worcestershire were ‘Shot at
dawn’. Executed following a Military Court Martial, eight of them were in the
Worcestershire Regiment and remarkably four were shot on the same day, 26" July
1915. Considering that only 302 men in the British Army were executed in the field,
this is a high proportion. In total some 3000 death sentences were passed during the
war but most were commuted to some other form of punishment. There were 36 men
from the Worcestershire Regiment actually sentenced to death.

6747 Private Albert Pitts 2" Battalion Royal Warwickshire Regiment, came from
Bengeworth near Evesham. Albert Pitts left a wife and three children, the eldest
being 7 years old. He was an old soldier having previously served for 12 years, and
rejoined at the outbreak of the War, signing on for another 4 years. His last letter to
his wife, printed in the Evesham Journal, in which he says he is to be shot for being
absent but could not help it as he tried to find his regiment, ends, “Try and forget me,
for your broken-hearted husband, Bert Do your best for my kiddies”.

The details in this Information Sheet are derived from original sources — the papers of
the Field General Court Martials held at The National Archives series WO71 — and
three books For the Sake of Example, (Judge) Anthony Babbington; Shot at Dawn,
Julian Putkowski and Julian Sykes; and Blindfold and Alone, Cathryn Corns and John
Hughes-Wilson.

Although 302 men were executed, many more were tried by Courts Martial in the
field. At the beginning of the war the offence for which men were executed was
‘cowardice’ while later it was more likely to be 'desertion'. Cowardice is subjective
and lacks the evidence or proof that could be established for desertion.




Albert Pitts

Private Albert Henry Pitts left his battalion, 2" Royal Warwickshire, near Zonnebeke,
outside Ypres on 24 October and was captured at Boulogne in January. Due to the
rumours going round the small town of Evesham, the local newspaper printed
extracts from his letters, written from France to his wife, during the time he was
absent. He appears to have made little effort to hide where he was but the three
letters do tell a tale of someone confused. He was shot on 8 February but most
unusually, Pitts’ body was thoroughly lost and he is instead commemorated at
Ploegstreet memorial.

His wife heard the news of his execution from a letter from the Army records Section
a month later followed by his last letter, presumably written from his cell. The
publication of such correspondence is unique in the story of the men executed by
their own side.

Pitts was the thirteenth man to be executed in the First World War. Two years later

another man from the 2" Warwickshires, 1529 Private Samuel Cunnington from
Hockley, Birmingham, was also shot.

1911 Census Bengeworth, Evesham, showing the Pitts family at 28a Mill Street
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The Ploegsteert Memorial to the Missing, Belgium
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Oliver Hodgetts

8662 Private Oliver Hodgetts 1% Battalion Worcestershire Regiment had gone
missing twice before, the second time being punished with Field Punishment No.1 —
tied to a wheel for 90 days. Hodgetts was charged with 'misbehaving before the
enemy in such a way as to show cowardice' though his previous absences could
have persuaded the court that the charge could have been desertion. Corns and
Hughes-Wilson give details of his case including his absences during the fighting at
Festubert and Aubers Ridge.

After the Court's judgement his commanding officer, Lt Col Grogan added details of
his previous absences and described Hodgetts as a worthless soldier — a term
reiterated by Douglas Haig on 28" May.

He was shot on 4™ June 1915 and is buried in the Royal Irish Rifles Graveyard,
Laventie, Pas de Calais, France (Grave number [V.D.2)

In the Registers of Soldiers' Effects it is noted that his sole legatee was Lucy but she
was not entitled to any War Gratuity since he was shot for cowardice. Born in
Birmingham and baptised at St Nicholas in October 1895, to Joseph William and
Lucy, Oliver William Hodgetts was a pre-War Regular. In both the 1901 and 1911
Census records however, there is no trace of the young Oliver.

Note from Hodgetts' Couri file
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Hodgetts' Charge Sheet
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Frederick lves

Corporal Fred Ives 12295 went absent from his battalion, 3 Worcestershire, shortly
after the outbreak of war, on 13 September, when he escaped while awaiting details
of a different charge at court martial for an offence on 10 September. He was
arrested in late June the following year having spent ten months or so allegedly
working as a French civilian in a munitions factory. lves had been a regular in the 4"
Battalion but seems to have transferred while at home on leave in August. (The 4"
Battalion was in Burma at the start of the war).

At his trial there were suggestions of shell shock and memory loss and although he
was found guilty of desertion, the court recommended mercy. This was not accepted
by Army Command.

Ives was tried on 7 July and was assumed to have been shot on 26 July with four
other Worcestershire men but more research (Corns and Hughes-Wilson) asserts his
execution took place on 22 July. It had previously been thought that the entry in the
Commonwealth Graves Commission index was incorrect but evidence in the War
Diary of the 4" South Lancashire Regiment who supplied the firing party, confirms
the date at Busseboom. Ives was later re-interred at Perth (China Wall) Cemetery on
the eastern edge of Ypres, grave 1.G.41

Note of Lt Col Stuart dated 18 September 1914 referring to Ives absconding on 16"
having been remanded for court martial.
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The court's judgement, sentence of death, recommending mercy
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Confirmation of the date of Ives' execution
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The stake at the National Memorial Arboretum, Staffordshire, commemorating
Corporal Ives
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Bert Hartells; Ernest Fellows; John Robinson; Alfred Thompson

In a unique act in the war. 9722 Private Ernest Fellows from Birmingham, 8164
Private Bert Hartells, 7377 Private John Robinson, and 7625 Private Alfred

Thompson, all of 3™ Worcestershire Regiment were executed on the same day, 26
July 1915.

For some time it was thought five men were shot, with the fifth being Corporal lves,
presumably as he was from the same Battalion. But evidence now suggests 'only'
these four — probably all shot together, since the time of 4am and confirmation of
death by the same Medical Officer and evidence in the War Dairy all match up.
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Hartells (32) and Fellows (29) went missing together on 15 June 1915. In their
defence they claimed to be drunk. All four were tried separately but Hartells and
Fellows faced the same evidence as each other, on 14" July, as did Thompson and
Robinson. All four were tried by the same Tribunal, Bert Hartells said in his defence
that he "went out to get a drink and came to a village close to my bivouac where |
met a friend. There we had two or three bottles of drink and not being used to drink |
became the worse for it and instead of returning to my bivouac | wandered away".

His CO wrote that he always did his work in the trenches and that this event occurred
while he was on transport duty away from the front line. The 7th Brigade
Commander, CR Ballard, noted Hartells' previous absence in 1914 and appeared
concerned that discipline had been good in this Battalion "until about a month ago"
and it seems for this reason he recommended the death penalty.

Bert Hartells was from near Alvechurch and joined the 1% Battalion Worcestershire
Regiment in 1904, serving in Ireland and then was posted to the 2™ Battalion in
Ceylon and then India. Unusually his personal effects were returned to his father
William, and his common-law wife, with whom he had two children, finally received a
war pension in 1918.

Ernest Fellows' defence also concluded that he had not meant to desert as he had a
wife and children and his character was described as being very good.




Extract from Bert Hartells' defence, written by the court clerk
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The character statements for Hartells from his Battalion and Brigade Commanders
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Memorial stake commemorating Ernest Fellows at the National Memorial Arboretum

John Robinson (31) and Alfred Thompson (25) deserted together on 27 June but
were quickly found and arrested on 5 July 1915. Robinson had been a Regular for 13
years and both have good character references from their commander. 15432
Private Ernest Danks was also tried by this court martial charged with 'Desertion on
active Service' but was found not guilty — though he was found guilty of being absent
without leave and sentenced to three months field punishment number one, known
as 'crucifixion'. Little else is known of Danks except that he landed in France on 17
March 1915 with 3™ Battalion and subsequently joined 1% Battalion. He survived the
war.

Alfred Dennis Thompson came from Birmingham and in the 1911 Census he is listed
as being out of work. He lived in Sutton Street, son of William and Martha Thompson,
with three siblings, his brother Albert's wife, Jinnie, and their two children Albert and
Fanny.



The Court Schedules for Hartells, Fellows, Danks, Thompson and Robinson,
counter-signed by Second Lieutenant Peel of 1** Wiltshire Regiment, commanding

the firing squad.
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Both Thompson and Robinson offered as defence that they had been drinking and
tried to make contact with French officials. Robinson had 13 years' service with the
regiment and was 31. His Battalion CO wrote on 15 July, the day after the trial, that
his character was not satisfactory — and then said 'His nerves have been bad for
some time past’. However the court recommended mercy 'on account of his good
service during present campaign, he has been out since the commencement of the
war'. General Ballard endorsed the recommendation of the court for mercy.

The court recommended mercy for Thompson due to an earlier head injury and he
also received support from his CO, who wrote that although his conduct had until
recently been 'good', it had become 'somewhat indifferent.... Due no doubt to the fact
that his nerves have been in a bad state for some time past. Again Ballard's
agreement was overruled by High Command.

Thompsn was referred to a medical Bord which met on 20" July to assess the
relevance of his head injury which he said gave him headaches and affected his
memory. His nervousness at the examination as put down to the circumstances and
not the injury and they decided it ahd no permanaent effect on him.

What is particularly interesting about Brigadier General Ballard's note in these cases
— the same day as Hartells and Fellows — is that he refers to the 3" Battalion having
lost its CO and second in command on 16 June and the subsequent deterioration in
disciple as a result.
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The above note refers to the attack on 16™ June on Bellewaerde Farm, Lake and
Spur by 3" Battalion with the Irish Rifles. Stacke's History records what happened:
two companies of the Worcestershire battalion went into attack mid-afternoon, losing
their commanders almost immediately. Support troops from 14" Division could not
get through to assist due to crowded trenches of wounded and disorganised
companies. German bombardment on several thousand men in a confined area was
devastating. Across nine battalions in the 3™ Division over 3,800 officers and men
were lost. The 3 Worcestershires alone lost over 300 men killed, wounded or
missing including Lt Col Stuart and Captains Buckler, Maitland and Gabb — eleven
officers in all.

Following the attack the Battalion remained in what Stacke called "a most unhealthy
sector" until 8 July and lost more officers and men to German shelling of Hooge and
Sanctuary Wood. Thompson and Robinson absconded on 27 June while Hartells and
Fellows went missing on 15", before the attack on Bellewaerde.

Ernest Fellows is interred at the Perth (China Wall) cemetery V.K.13, having been
transferred from the Ramparts Cemetery in Ypres. John Robinson is buried in the
- Aeroplane Cemetery in Ypres, Il.A.6/7 and the stone has an inscription from his
family from Nechells. Alfred Thompson's grave is also in Aeroplane Cemetery at
ILA.8, as is Bert Hartells, at IlLA.6/7, after also being transferred from his original
resting place in the Ramparts Cemetery.

Charles Depper

Private Charles Depper 5715, 1/4th Royal Berkshire Reg|ment was born in Rock Hill,
Bromsgrove in January 1886.

In 1911, he moved to Canada, but returned to England to enlist when war broke out.
When called up for front-line duties, Depper left his battalion but was intercepted en-
route for Calais. He was court-martialled and buried in G.1 Beauval Communal
Cemetery, Somme.

The Battalion War Diary entry for the 13 September 1916 reads:

Private DEPPER, was executed at 6.10a.m. having been tried by FGCM for "When
on Active Service, deserting His Majesty's Service", and found Guilty. The execution
was witnessed by 40 of the Battalion under the Command of Lieutenant Hampshire
the Orderly Officer of the day. Weather:- a wet morning but fine later.

His brother Walter served with the 14" Worcestershire Regiment (Severn Valley
Pioneers) and was killed in action on 1 November 1918 and is buried at St Pol British
Cemetery 11.C.17



War Diary 1/4™ Royal Berkshire Regiment September 1916
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WAR DIARY

INTELLHGENCE SUMMARY

John Wall

The determination of Army Command to make examples of deserters and cowards
and thus prevent repetition did not even work within the same battalion since
Sergeant John Wall of 3 Worcestershire Regiment would have known of the
execution of five of his comrades in 1915. Wall, a Regular soldier from Bockleton
near Tenbury, had landed in France at the earliest opportunity, on 12" August 1914,
and served throughout that time with the Battalion and in his own statement of
defence says 'l was in the battle of Ypres in 1915', Bellewaerde, where- again he
found himself on 10 August 1917, ordered into attack.

During the attack, strafed by bombs from both sides, Wall's platoon was exposed and
the Lieutenant ordered men to find cover — many squeezed into the dugouts but over
time, groups were able to get out and move up the line, leaving three men. In
describing what happened he says that he did not know what to do when he found
his company had gone on ahead when he and two others remained in the Dugouts
rather than head back and be accused of desertion he would await the Company's
return. His comrades, Privates WH White and Rowlands, did not face a charge and
indeed were cross examined as witnesses at Wall's trial.



His behaviour was so uncharacteristic that a regimental officer at the time wrote in
his diary that it has felt like a miscarriage of justice. Wall's parents, William and
Harriet had an inscription on his stone which is 1I.F.42 in Poperinghe New Military
Cemetery, west of Ypres. The place where prisoners were tied and shot is marked
with a post in the town of Poperinghe.

The charge sheet against Sergeant John Thomas Wall

OHARGE SHEET.

#TH= === R=

The accused, Wo.13218 Sergeant J. WALL, 3rd
Worcestershire Regt., a soldier of ths Regular Forces,

is charged with :-
" when on Active Service DESERTING His Majesty's Service,

in that he )
in the trenches on 10th August 1917, when his Company
A were moving to take over trenches at BELLEWAARDE
Sec.12 ia RIDGE, absented himself from his Qompany and remained

abeent t1ll hip Battalion had left the lins on.the
12th August 1917, with intent to evade service in the
trenches,"

Pt Lieut=0ol.,

jugust 14th 1911?. Oommanding, 3rd Worcestershire Regt.

To be tried by F.G.C.M.

4 (A
rd F e e
Brig Gen., t

15/8/17, ‘ Gommanding, 7th Infantry Brigade.




Extract from Wall's trial notes: his testimony
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Robert Young

Private Robert Young 204232 was executed serving in 11" Battalion Worcestershire
Regiment, in Salonika on 18 September. He was 21, conscripted to the Army, and
had been in action for the first time. He had only spent four months with the Battalion
by the time of his trial and had never been on patrol, yet he is referred to as a shirker.
He had charges against him while in England of being absent from the camp, and in
Salonika of being absent, losing equipment and stealing for which he was sentenced
to two years hard labour, suspended.

Having already tried to avoid conscription, and trying to leave camps, Robert Young
was not suited to be a soldier. The records show a defence was provided by
Lieutenant Sabin. Young stated that he had been upset by the death of comrade
Corporal Wallace who was killed when their dugout was shelled and Young had to
carry Wallace's body to shelter.

The court recommended mercy due to nervous strain but senior commanders simply
as a shirker and considered he was either mentally deficient or wanted to commit a
crime that would keep him out of the war altogether. Commanding 78" Brigade,
General Wingate wrote on 12 September that 'As we are on the eve of active
operations and the example of one Worcester man may contaminate others at some
critical moment | recommend that the sentence be carried out.'

Interestingly three men from 11" Battalion had been found guilty of mutiny in May
and been sentenced to 10 years penal servitude, each, though this was commuted to
2 years hard labour — Privates Purchase, Fulford and Roper. There is no reference to
this episode in Stacke, but he does note the attack on 3™ September which killed
Corporal Wallace and one of the men who arrived to try and help, CSM Pardoe DCM.

Robert Young's Service Record
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Colonel Wheeler's statement, OC 11" Battalion
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Other names

A number of witnesses from the Worcestershire Regiment were heard during the
Courts Martial and since individual soldiers were not often referred to in official
records, they have been listed here:

Hodgetts —

9607 Pte Waugh 1% Bn

5174 CSM Morgan 1% Bn

11368 Lance Sergeant A Mason 1% Bn
11028 Cpl Shaw 1% Bn

Danks — '
9297 Sergeant (Acting CSM) Sidney Byron 3 B
17795 Lance Cpl Charles Ockford 3 Bn

Robinson —
7965 Sgt William Johnson 3 Bn Killed 18 November 1917

Thompson —
20004 L/Cpl Sidney Bray 3 Bn

Fellows -
10603 L/Cpl Frederick Carr 3 Bn

lves —
3496 Sgt Major Charles Hodgkinson 3 Bn
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