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Welcome
The Leicester City, County & Rutland 
At Risk Memorials Project welcomes 
any information which can help or 
promote their work. If you have any 
details of any War Memorial you feel is 
at risk, or can help in any way, please 
contact us on:

mail@atriskwarmemorials.co.uk

Or contact the project’ co-founders: 

Denis Kenyon: 07834 324352

Chris Stephens: 0116 2716086

www.atriskwarmemorials.co.uk

www.facebook.com/arwmp

@ARWMP

Leicester City, County & Rutland 
At Risk War Memorials Project is a 
Company Limited by Guarantee and 
incorporated in England. Company 
Registration Number: 08176202. The 
company is registered at:

The Chancel,
rear of All Saints Church,
Highcross Street, LEICESTER
LE1 4PH

Like virtually every other organisation in the land, our ambitious 
plans for 2020 have been knocked for six by the lockdown. First 
to hit the buffers was an exhibition to be held in the BBC Radio 

Leicester building titled ‘NOT TO BE FORGOTTEN – Leicester’s War 
Memorials At Risk’.  The idea for this was developed by Ben Jackson 
and Kamlesh Purohit of the BBC and Denis Kenyon, and was scheduled 
to run from the 6th until the 24th of April. There were to be nine 
war memorials, several of our banners, a film about our work and a 
schedule of free talks. Hopefully it can be resurrected again in time for 
Remembrance.

Also cancelled was our stand at the Leicestershire Archaeological & 
Historical Society’s History Fair at Beaumanor Hall on May 31st.  Our 
previous attendances there have been highly successful and generated 
much interested and several new supporters.

We have cancelled our July Open Day and also additional days when 
we were participating in the Leicestershire Festival of Archaeology, 
which in past years has always brought us quite a few visitors.

Various talks to and visits from organisations have also been cancelled.  
Although none of this has had a severe impact on our finances, it 
does mean that when some semblance of normality returns, we must 
redouble our efforts to continue the progress we were making raising 
our profile. 

Denis Kenyon
Project co-founder
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All articles reproduced in this newsletter are accepted in good faith 
and every effort is always made to ensure accuracy of the information 
given. It should be noted however that the opinions expressed by 
the contributors are not necessarily those of the Editor or the At Risk 
War Memorials Project. The Editor reserves 
the right to amend, condense or edit any 
article submitted. Anyone wishing to submit 
material is more than welcome to contact us 
by e-mail. The deadline to ensure inclusion 
in your next edition is November 30th. 

COVER IMAGE: 
Handley Page Hampden with 
crew at RAF Scampton, October 
2nd, 1940. © IWM HU 104656
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A Walk to 
REMEMBER
So It appears that there is indeed a hunger 

to learn about Leicester’s war memorials.  
The exhibition at The Newarke Houses 
Museum, IN MEMORIAM which ran from 
November to February featuring our work 
with war memorials attracted 4,176 visitors – 
far exceeding everyone’s expectations.

As part of the exhibition we agreed to lead 
a guided walk starting at the Museum.  So 
on a cold January Saturday an astonishing 27 
people turned up!  We walked through the 
Castle Gardens, past Jewry Wall, had a guided 
tour of St Nicholas Church, moved on to 
the Donisthorpe Memorial at Friar’s Mill and 
ended up at All Saints. A great time was had 
by all and several new supporters gained.

Exton war memorial
From time to time we receive requests to 

assist in the restoration of a memorial in 
situ. If the situation justifies it and we have 
funds available, we naturally like to help.

Last year we were approached by a 
Councillor of Exton Parish Council who had 
seen something of our work in Uppingham 
and asked if we could help in finding 
someone to clean their very splendid war 
memorial which comprises both a fine cross 
on plinths and a tablet, with names set into an 
adjacent wall in their small Memorial Garden.  
The latter was virtually unreadable.

Chris Stephens went to inspect and took 
several photographs which confirmed its 
poor state.  We agreed that in this instance we 
could assist to the tune of £500.

Denis Kenyon had used the specialist 
Nottingham company, Independent Memorial 
Inspection, to clean his local memorial in 
Hallaton, who did a very fine job using only 
steam and no abrasives. He therefore had no 
hesitation in recommending their services.

N
ew

s
News    

Right: The Exton tablet before, (below) during, and 
after cleaning (lower right).

Above: St Nicholas Church.
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News  

Gateway School 
WW2 memorial  
There were three war 

memorials apart from those 
lent by us, which featured in 
the exhibition ‘IN MEMORIAM 
– Leicester’s War Memorials 
At Risk’ held last winter in The 
Newarke Houses Museum. Whilst 
the other two, The Cooperative 
Boot & Shoe, Wheatsheaf Factory 
and Portland Shoe/T Roberts 
Ltd have gone back in to the 
City Museum Service store (we 
were not permitted to borrow 
them), Gateway School remains 
in situ because it is of course 
in its rightful place, part of the 
School having been located in 
the current Museum building 
between 1928 and 1933 which 
was then called Skeffington 
House, when many of the men 
listed would have been pupils. 

We felt that it deserved greater 
recognition so made contact 

Below: A still from the Museum 
Service’s film.

Virtual
open day 
One of the main ways of 

‘spreading the word’ was at 
our Open Days. With these now 
cancelled for the foreseeable 
future, we thought it might be of 
interest for those interested in our 
work to see the film professionally 
produced by the City Arts 
& Museum Service which 
accompanied the exhibition 
about our work at The Newarke 

Above: The Gateway School memorial, listing the names of 46 ‘Old Boys‘ 
who fell during the Second World War. Left: Gateway College, Hamilton.

with the school’s successor, 
Gateway Community College in 
Hamilton. They enthusiastically 
responded to the idea of creating 
a link of interest between present 
and past. We paid for a quality full 
size print of the memorial and will 
donate this and a presentation 
folder with biographies of all 
the men listed on the memorial 
originally drafted by Ken 
Patterson, who taught at the 
school from 1974 to 2001.

The Community College will 
encourage their students to visit 
The Newarke Houses and work 
on projects.  This collaboration 
has also had to be put on hold.

We have also had enlarged 
photographs printed of the 
other two memorials which can 
be seen at All Saints as the real 
memorials are now more or less 
permanently out of view.

Houses Museum last winter.
Several organisations with 

whom we are connected have 
been kind enough to add this to 
their pages. We hope you also We have been in discussion 

with Commonwealth 
War Graves Commission about 
becoming a corporate supporter 
as our aim in preserving the 
memory of those who died in 
conflict are broadly similar, even 
if our scale is small in comparison!

For our part we will do our 
best to promote their work and 
possibilities for volunteering, 
and maybe one day they may 
be willing to provide a link to us.  
Who knows to where it might 
lead?

CWGC find it of interest. The link is:

bit.ly/ARWMP_OpenDay
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News    

Research update
It can be a hard and lonely 

job doing research, but the 
feeling of satisfaction when that 
breakthrough occurs makes it all 
worth while.

Our stalwart researchers have 
achieved wonders these past few 
months, and we are extremely 
grateful to them for all their 
efforts.

Firstly, Joan Rowbottom 
generously gave us many months 
of hard work researching the 154 
names of the men on the war 
memorial in the now demolished 
St James the Less, Aylestone Park.

Secondly, Nicola Brown has 
done a sterling job on Vernon 
Road Methodist Church (now a 
double glazing emporium) and 
the demolished St Michael & All 
Angels, Scott Street, Knighton.

With all research luck is needed, 
and in the case of Nicola’s 
research we have had a large 
slice. Nicola had been unable to 
find out anything about one of 

Top right: Sgt John James Attenborough, commemorated on the memorial 
from St. James the Less in Aylestone, and researched by Joan Rowbottom. 
Right: Memorials from St Michael & All Angels today. Below: Postcards of St 
Michael & All Angels church. The top image shows the war memorial in its 
original position either side of the central arch.

the men listed, a Bertie Kettle. 
Out of the blue we received an 
email from a Jamie Lawrence 
of the South Lincolnshire War 
Memorials Group, who had 
seen our website and what was 
missing and generously offered 
what information they had about 
Bertie, who is commemorated on 
Bourne War Memorial. It is a sad 
tale. Read his story.

Both Joan’s and Nicola’s works 
are in hard copy form in fine 
presentation folders adjacent to 
the memorials at All Saints and 
thanks to Simon Whelband our 
webmaster can be found on our 
website.

To see their work, go 
to our website – www.
atriskwarmemorials.co.uk – 
Our Resident Memorials and 
scroll down to the image of the 
memorial in question and click on 
‘READ MORE’.

For St James the Less, below the 
main text about the memorial 

there are listed Part 1 – Part 15. 
The names are in alphabetical 
order in the Parts. Click on a 
Part and it will display the mini 
biographies.

For Vernon Road Methodist 
Church and St Michael’s Scott 
Street biographies, click on 
Further Reading. The same 
applies to see the details of 
information on names on the 
Old Newtonian’s WW2 memorial 
which Pamela Blythe has kindly 
supplied.

Suzanne Thompson has also 
made great progress on the 
extremely difficult War Memorial 
board from St. Saviours Church. 
Even before the church was 

totally vandalised in 2013 the 
board was difficult to read. The 
216 names were written in black 
on a dark red veneer in three 
panels.

Fortunately, some years prior 
to this George Thomas and Chris 
Stephens had copied them down 
as best they could. Nonetheless 
there are blanks and no doubt 
unintended misinterpretations.

We were not permitted to 
remove the board, which was 
subsequently totally trashed. 
Our solution to having some sort 
of memorial on display was to 
have a calligrapher produce as 
an exact copy as possible – gaps, 
mistakes and all.
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Community successes

Community
successes
As previously mentioned, our primary aim is always to place a war 

memorial at risk back in to its original community if that is both 
practical and safe in the long term.

One of the most extraordinary cases we have dealt with was the Roll 
of Honour of Uppingham Lower School.

My two sons had attended Nevill Holt Preparatory School near 
Medbourne and firmly in the County of Leicestershire.  Over many 
years I had seen this board in the dining hall listing 189 OLD BOYS and 
seven MASTERS who served in the Great War with those who died 
having a small cross against their name.

Being in a school the natural conclusion was that the memorial was 
connected to that school.  The school closed in 1998 and the building 
– a wonderful Hall, was bought as a private house in the year 2000.  I 
wondered what had happened to the memorial.

 Some years later I found it just propped against the wall in Nevill Holt 
Church which was also now in private hands.

It was only after I started to investigate some of the names on the 
board and spoke to my friend the now long retired last headmaster, did 
I learn that it had no connection with Nevill Holt School.

Where had it come from and why was it there?  Research on the 
names listed and a few lucky clues lead me to the fact that it was 
originally from Uppingham Lower School but where had that been and 
why was it now in Nevill Holt?  A lot of fun was had in tracking down 
the present location and it turned out to be Uppingham School’s The 
Lodge Sixth Form Girl’s Boarding House.

Apparently in 1919 the Rev Bowlker, owner and headmaster of the 
totally independent Uppingham Lower School had a spectacular 
falling out with the then headmaster of the main Uppingham School 
and so took his boys, their beds and the Board to the empty Nevill Holt 

Hall and there it stayed.
So not only was it in the wrong school, it was also in the wrong 

County!  The Housemistress of The Lodge was contacted and 
enthusiastically agreed to have it back.  When we went to have a 
look, there was the still exact empty space on the wall from whence it 
originally came.  

We held a moving rededication service with the Headmaster and 
some 60 people present.  Better still, my wife and I were invited to 
stay for lunch and were served Spotted Dick and custard!  Absolutely 

delicious.

Events
diary

If you have not visited for some 
time you will find several new 

memorials we have taken into 
care. 

In fact, whilst at All Saints, 
you can also pay a visit to the 
Immersive Van Gogh exhibition 

At present nothing is certain. However, the following 
Heritage Open Days are provisionally scheduled:

Thursday 10th September - 2.00 pm to 5.00 pm

Friday 11th September - 3.00 pm to 6.00 pm

Saturday 12th September – 10.00 am to 6.00 pm

Sunday 13th September – 2.30 pm to 5.00 pm

Saturday 14th November – 11.00 am to 4.00 pm

in the main nave. It is very good 
and well worth it.

Events are also listed on our 
website - check there or follow 
our Facebook page for more 
up-to-date news on dates and 
times.
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Hidden in plain view?

Hidden in plain 
view?
Over the years the project have gathered 

a certain amount of photographs of 
war memorials: some very old, some newer, 
usually from donors either anonymous – or 
maybe we have simply forgotten the source!

Some are clear in their wording others, 
much less so. We illustrate some of them here 
and would be immensely grateful if anyone 
could update us on their existence - or indeed 
any other facts about them.

Contact mail@atriskwarmemorials.co.uk with 
any news you may have.

cont...
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Ancient Order of Foresters, St 
Nicholas Circle, Leicester -  now 
a night club with ever changing 

names. 

The Belvoir Street United Class.

Bishop Street Methodist Church.

Harvey Lane – two memorials but 
with different wording. 

Hoby

Robert Hall,
WW2 (above) and WW1 (below).). 



Hidden in plain view?

Hidden in plain 
view cont.

The watch list

Location Memorial Date Status Comments

Saffron Rd/Duncan Rd “The Dunc. Club” Jan 2019 In situ – was safe but 

will it re-open?

CS CS has visited photographed and advised owners of our 
existence.

LRI ex St Luke’s Chapel Jan 2019 WW1 nurses and WW2 

clerical.

DK Sallie Varnam Arts & Heritage Officer LRI confirmed both 
on wall in Victoria Bldg. Other items (inc. windows) in 
store Glenfield. Plans to create Museum.

The Square, Market 
Harborough

Memorial Cross Dec 2018 DK Wording on stone tablet very badly eroded, but known. 
DK met HDC 7/1/20 – agreed to re-cut.

Swithland Oct 2019 Steps in poor 

condition.

CS Offered modest help but absolutely no response from 
them.

Gas Office, Aylestone Rd Dec 2019 Possible closure of 

building.

CS Original in Gas Museum, replica in office – may move to 
Grove Park.  We have photograph.

Royce Institute, Crane St WW1 and WW2 

memorials.

Jan 2020 Building closed. CS CS has been able to enter and photograph memorials 
(see article on p.8). Situation more risky as building is 
for sale.

Thomas Cook Ltd Now in Museum 

Service store.

Jan 2020 Company ceased 

trading.

DK Possibly will be installed at the future Record Office 
which will be constructed at County Council HQ at 
Glenfield.

Inevitably a lot of ‘keeping an 
eye’ has ceased because of the 

lockdown, but still we endeavour 
to keep a list of war memorials 
which we feel may be “at risk” 
or just need keeping tabs on. 
Frequently it is a bit of a task 

to check up on them because 
of access to a building or just 
uncertainty as to the situation in 
that location.
If you know anything more about 
any of these, or know of any other 
memorial which you feel might 

be under threat of some sort, 
please do contact us: you are our 
eyes and ears!
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Above: Moat 
Road School 

dedication 
and (right) 

memorial. 

Right: The Towers. 
Believed to be safe, but 

not recently viewed.



The Royce Institute

We have been aware for some 
ten years that this building 

contained a war memorial, but 
with access difficult until recently 
it had not proved possible to 
verify the situation.

But what was the building and 
whose name did it bear?  Thanks 
to research and many efforts to 
gain access by Chris Stephens 
– including attending a Tea 
Dance – (what devotion to duty!), 
we can now tell the story and 
photographs of the memorials.

The building itself at 11 Crane 
Street, off Burley’s Way, Leicester 
LE1 3DB is relatively new, being 
built in 1969 as shown by its date 
stone.  Now closed and for sale, it 
was originally built as a centre for 
social, educational and religious 
activities with weekly services 
held in the little ground floor 
chapel.

The

The name ‘Royce Institute’ was 
named in honour of Dr Mary 
Royce (1845 -1892), Leicester’s 
first female doctor. She was the 
only surviving child of Alderman 
George Royce, a currier (a dresser 
and dyer of leather). The Society 
of Apothecaries (the then 
regulatory body) had opened its 
doors to women in the 1860s.  
She wished to become a doctor 
but to even qualify for training 
she had to undertake a course of 
academic study first. She qualified 
as a Doctor of Medicine in 1890 
and was also a member of the 
Gallow Tree Gate Chapel.

For 25 years, even while 
studying for her medical degree 
and during her doctor’s work 
in the city, she also taught at 
Sunday classes for young men 
in an effort to keep them off the 
streets.

She established two practices, 
one from her home at 24 Gotha 
Street and, in about 1884 and at 
her own cost, she had a building 

Royce
Institute

erected in Lower Church Street 
especially to enlarge on this 
work. Here she also gave medical 
advice to the poor. In April 1892 
she was elected, unopposed, 
as the Poor Law Guardian in St. 
Margaret’s Ward.

Her work was tragically cut short 
in October 1892 when she died 
from erysipelas, a streptococcal 
infection, contracted when 
visiting a patient in the 
Workhouse Infirmary.  She was 
greatly mourned for all her 
good works, carried out in a 
very unassuming manner. Large 
numbers attended her funeral.

Her work carried on and 
when the new building was 
constructed it was quite rightly 
named in her honour. Recently a 
blue plaque has been fixed to the 
building by Leicester City Council.

With the building now for sale, 
a most careful watch is being 
kept on the situation by Chris 
Stephens.      
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Left: Dr Mary Royce. 
Below: Royce Institute 

memorial to the 
fallen of the Second 

World War. 

Above: Blue plaque to Mary Royce, 
Crane Street. Below: Transcript of 
the Royce Institute memorial to the 
fallen of the Great War.

Above: Transcript of the bronze plaque on the back wall of the Chapel 
in the Royce Institute building. It measures 20” by 30”, and each letter 
is raised-embossed. It was created by Frank Jordan (1893-1975), an art 
metalworker. The memorial was unveiled on Memorial Sunday, 30th 
October 1920 by the President Mr Sam Palmer. Messrs Enoch Smith and 
Will Glover were speakers. The tablet was paid for by members’ donations. 
It was proposed that the Institute have a tablet erected in memory of the 
founder Miss Royce.



The thankful villages

Thankful
Vi l lages

The

David Humberston takes a look at 
those villages fortunate enough to see 
every man return from the Great War; if 
not unharmed, then at least alive.   

the need for a Memorial to their 
Fallen as they had been able to 
welcome home all those who 
had departed to serve both King 
and Empire.

During the 1930’s, British 
historian and journalist Arthur 
Mee travelled some half a 
million miles and visited over 
10,000 hamlets, villages and 
towns in the course of compiling 
his 43 acclaimed volumes of 
The King’s England. Arriving 
at the village of Woolley, near 
Bath in Somerset, Mee was 
surprised to experience “the 
thrill of joyfulness to find no 
sad memorials” to the dead of 
the Great War. Once Mee had 
completed his journey around 
the country, he had identified 
a further twenty two villages 
and hamlets, spread across 
twelve different counties who 
enjoyed, in Mee’s opinion, this 

The work of the Imperial 
(now Commonwealth) 
War Graves Commission 

in commemorating the Great 
War fallen was once described 
by the famous poet and writer 
Rudyard Kipling, as: “The 
biggest single bit of work since 
the Pharaohs . . . and they only 
worked in their own country”. 
In parallel to this valiant work 
was another programme of 
remembrance, the construction 
of War Memorials throughout 
Great Britain, which was later 
described by Art Historian Geoff 
Archer (in his 2009 book The 
Glorious Dead) as: “The greatest 
single project of public art the 
country has ever seen”. Whilst 
there can be no doubt that 
the conflict of 1914-1918 left 
no household or community 
untouched, a very small number 
of villages were able to avoid 
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Left: Arthur Mee. 
churchtimes.co.uk



Often there is no 
memorial, with the 
village having just 

its memory that the 
men came back.

“

”

The thankful villages

“rare distinction” and must, 
therefore, have been “thankful 
indeed, in an age when family 
and community life broken by 
war was the norm”. The concept 
of “The Thankful Villages” was 
thus born . . .

This term implies in no way 
that the villagers themselves 
returned totally unscathed. For 
example, when writing of the 
village of Catwick, in the East 
Riding of Yorkshire, Mee noted 
that one of the returning heroes 
“left an arm behind”. This is, 
however, only part of the story. 
Each of the 30 men who left for 
the Great War gave the village 
blacksmith, John Hugill, a coin 
which was duly nailed to a 
doorpost at his forge beneath 
a horseshoe. When one of the 
villagers, Joseph Grantham, 
returned with only one arm, 
Hugill cut two notches into one 
of the coins to symbolise the 
missing limb. This exercise was 
repeated in the Second War and 
once more all men from the 
village returned. The horseshoe 
and the enlarged collection of 
coins remain in the possession 
of the Hugill family.     

Mee’s criteria for inclusion 
in his exclusive list was quite 
straightforward; the community 
had seen the safe return of all 
those who resided there at 
the time of their enlistment. 
By their very definition, these 
fortunate communities did not 
require a War Memorial, but 
Mee also offered the opinion 
that “it would be good to think 
that our Thankful Villages had 
all some visible token of their 
thankfulness”. Other villages like 
Catwick would commemorate 

their good fortune, however, 
as Mee also noted “often there 
is nothing” with the village 
concerned “having just its 
memory that the men came 
back”.

The compilation of Mee’s list 
was not, however, without its 
issues, as another nine potential 
candidates for inclusion could 
not be positively confirmed. 
Other contenders emerged at 
later dates and further research 
by Messrs Norman Thorpe, 
Rod Morris and Tom Morgan 
(concluded in October 2013) 
identified 53 civil parishes in 
England and Wales to which 
all serving men and women 
returned. Fourteen of these are 
identified as “doubly thankful” 
(like Catwick) as they also lost 
no service personnel during the 
1939-1945 conflict. A further 
three possibilities for this 
second list were also identified, 
but once more are yet to be 
confirmed.     

 At the time of writing, 
the present list of “Thankful 
Villages” includes East Norton, 

churchyard. None of the three 
men in question, however, ever 
lived in East Norton and were 
not, therefore considered “from” 
the village.

Teigh, in north Rutland, also 
erected a plaque in its Church, 
Holy Trinity, to acknowledge the 
preservation of “the lives of the 
eleven men and two women 
residents of Teigh who served 
in the Great War”. Once again, 
the use of the term “resident” 
is significant; a nearby Roll of 
Honour lists an extra man, a 
Private William Haines, who 
was killed in action, but was 
considered “a regular visitor” 
to the village and not an 
inhabitant.  

Stretton en le Field, in 
north-west Leicestershire also 
honoured its returning heroes; 
another plaque in the now 
redundant St Michael’s Church 
records the names of eleven 
men who returned home from 
the conflict. In contrast, the 
village of Saxby, four and half 
miles north-east of Melton 
Mowbray, offers no indication 
of its inclusion in this exclusive 
company. As Mee lamented, it 
kept “just its memory that the 
men returned”. . .

The later research mentioned 
above also established 
the possibility that the 
Leicestershire village of 

Willoughby Waterleys could 
also merit “Thankful Village” 
status. There exists no War 
Memorial to any Fallen and 
a study of surviving Service 
Records proves that at least two 
of its inhabitants fought and 
returned. Links to the village 
concerning three men who did 
perish, including the son of a 
future Vicar, can be ascribed 
to later residency by relatives, 
but the sparsity of surviving 
records leaves an element of 
uncertainty remaining.

More recent Memorials 
were presented to 51 of 
the “Thankful Villages” (the 
number identified at that time) 
by motorcycle enthusiasts 
Medwyn Parry and Dougie 
Bancroft, who travelled some 
2,500 miles on motorcycles 
provided by Triumph and 
appropriately decorated with 
red Poppies. The journey 
was completed in nine days, 
with the riders leaving a 
commemorative slate plaque at 
each village in turn. Funds were 
also raised in support of the 
Royal British Legion. 

Any reader wishing to learn 
more about the “Thankful 
Villages” is invited to visit:
hellfirecorner.co.uk/thankful.htm

Saxby and Stretton en le Field 
in Leicestershire and Teigh in 
Rutland. Twelve miles east of the 
City of Leicester, on the border 
with Rutland, the village of East 
Norton contains, as described 
by Mee, “a visible token of 
thankfulness” by way of two 
commemorative windows in All 
Saints Church. The inscription 
confirms that: “These windows 
are dedicated to the Glory of 
God and in Thanksgiving for the 
safe return of all the men from 
East Norton who served in the 
Great War 1914-1918”. Visitors 
will also see a brass plaque in 
memory of two brothers who 
fell in the Great War and whose 
mother resided in the village 
during the conflict whilst a 
further commemoration on a 
family headstone to the son of 
two villagers killed during the 
Battle of The Somme is in the 
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Above: Teigh plaque. 
rutlandremembers.org

Top: The Catwick coins and 
horseshoe. BBC website, 2017. 
Middle: East Norton Memorial 
Window. Photograph by John Dyson
Copyright Norman Thorpe, Rod Morris & 
Tom Morgan.
Bottom: Stretton en le Field Plaque. 
Norman Thorpe, Rod Morris & Tom Morgan.



‘Failed
Return’

Joe Hall explores the aftermath of Hubert Everard 
Preston’s final flight, when his Hampden bomber was 
lost over Cologne in April 1941. 

At 24 minutes past midnight on April 
21st 1941, Hubert Everard ‘Bert’ 
Preston’s Hampden bomber of 106 

Squadron took off from RAF Coningsby in 
Lincolnshire. The target was an area of the 
German city of Cologne, and the aircraft had 
been loaded with four 500lb general purpose 
bombs to help complete the task of causing 
“maximum devastation”.

Bert was the aircraft’s wireless operator 
as well as being an air gunner. With one 
operational tour with 44 Squadron already 
under his belt, Bert was hugely experienced in 
night bombing operations. Only the previous 
month he’d received the Distinguished Flying 
Medal from King George VI at Buckingham 
Palace for his “skill, coolness and devotion to 
duty involving 180 hours operational flying”.

Bert’s three crewmates on the April 21st 
sortie were men he’d flown with only a 
handful of times before: pilot Ronald Lakin, 
Canadian navigator Jack Cutmore; and 

to
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Failed to return    

Hampden with crew at RAF 
Scampton, October 2nd, 1940.

© IWM HU 104656



gunner William Burrell from 
London. It was the crew’s first 
flight after returning from a 
week’s leave two days before. 

This time away from operations 
must have been much 
appreciated. Prior to this sortie, 
the four men had endured 
heavy flak over Kiel on April 7th, 
suffered a failure of their oxygen 
supply when again attacking Kiel 
the next night, and were forced 
to return to base on April 10th 
after wireless transmitter issues 
made continuing their trip to 
Dusseldorf impossible. 

Whether Bert had spent his 
leave back home or with his 
crewmates is unknown. He 
was the son of Edward Preston 
and his second wife Mary (nee 
Brackenbury) of 28 Melrose 
Street, Leicester. The youngest 
child by 10 years, Bert – who had 
attended Alderman Newton’s 
School – had a strained 
relationship with his much older 
father who had been a hosiery 
designer and designer of warp 
knitting machines.

Target: Cologne
As the Hampden left Coningsby’s 
runway on that dark morning, it 
headed south-east and joined 
six others bound for the same 
destination. The sortie’s estimated 

length was five hours, and their 
Hampden would be expected 
back at base around 5:30am.

Unlike the mass bomber 
streams of later in the war, where 
hundreds of RAF aircraft would 
fly in formation to and from 
their target, at this stage of the 
war Bomber Command could 
only muster a limited number of 
medium bombers to send into 
the darkness above occupied 
Europe. Each aircraft would make 

home with their payload. 
Bert’s first operational sortie had 

been with 44 Squadron on April 
17th 1940 – almost exactly one 
year earlier. Then, his aircraft had 
dropped anti-shipping parachute 
mines at Great Belt, a strait 
between the major islands of 
Zealand and Funen in Denmark. 
Since that day, he had dropped 
mines off Langeland Island and in 
the Kiel canal. 

Though often seen as safer 
to fly, these ‘gardening’ sorties, 
as they were known, could 
be equally dangerous when 
enemy shipping let loose their 
anti-aircraft guns. Indeed, the 
Kiel sortie had seen one of the 

He had endured 
anti-aircraft fire, night 
fighters, equipment 

malfunctions, 
electrical storms and 

the loss of friends.

“

”
their own way to the target as 
best they could, and drop bombs 
at low-level before turning for 
home. 

While Bert’s target on April 21st 
was Cologne, cloud cover and the 
difficulties of navigating at night 
often saw bombs dropped on 
any other target of opportunity 
the crew came across. If none 
were locatable, it also wasn’t 
uncommon for crews to return 

returning Hampdens suffer 30 
bullet holes and a shell hole in 
the tail.

On his way to Cologne, Bert 
may have pondered these past 
operations – perhaps contrasting 
his own experience with the 
relative inexperience of his crew. 
Cutmore and Burrell had joined 
the squadron from Combat 
Training School in January 1941, 
only three months before, though 
much of March had been taken 
up with training the crews and 
practicing local, cross-country 
and night flying, plus air gunnery. 

Despite being only 22, Bert had 
a Distinguished Flying Medal to 
show for his 30 missions with 44 

Failed to return
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The wireless operator/gunner of a 
Hampden manning his twin Vickers K 

guns, 1940. © IWM HU 107827

Right: Hubert 
Everard ‘Bert‘ 

Preston in 
uniform, circa 

1940/41. Photo 
courtesy of Helen 

Dwyer.
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Failed to return

Squadron, and had already added 
to that number since joining 
106 Squadron. He had climbed 
aboard a Hampden bomber 
– known as ‘flying suitcases’ 
due to their cramped crew 
compartments – over 30 times, 
and made his way in the dark 
to targets in France, Germany 
and Holland. He had endured 
intense anti-aircraft fire, night 
fighters, equipment malfunctions, 
electrical storms and the loss of 
friends; as well as one crash-
landing. 

One notable day in May 1940, 
returning from an attack on Givet 
aerodrome, Bert had looked 
down to see Dunkirk aflame, 
ringed with searchlights and 
anti-aircraft guns, and watched 
ships off the coast taking the 
British Expeditionary Force across 
the narrow sea to safety. Such a 
wealth of experience doubtless 
made Bert an old hand in the 
eyes of those still getting to 
grips with life on an operational 
squadron, in spite of his 22 years.

Back at Coningsby, the first of 
the seven Hampdens headed 
for Cologne returned almost at 
once having suffered engine 
trouble. The next arrived back at 
5:26am, with others returning 
piecemeal until 7:45am when 
the sixth of the seven aircraft 
touched down. As the morning 
wore on there was still no sign 
of the final Hampden, with the 
friends of Bert Preston, Ron 
Lakin, Jack Cutmore and William 
Burrell doubtless hoping their 
aircraft had landed at one of the 
emergency runways nearer the 
coast. As morning broke and the 
day wore on with still no sign 
of Bert’s aircraft, the squadron’s 

‘missing’ did not necessarily mean 
killed or wounded, and that 
the airmen could be prisoners 
of war. It ended by saying the 
enquiries were being made via 
the Red Cross Society as to the 
whereabouts of Preston, Lakin, 
Cutmore and Burrell. 

Just over a week later, on 
May 5th, the results of the Red 
Cross Society’s search were 
telegrammed to the relatives of 
the four men by the Air Ministry. 
“Deeply regret to inform you,” 
it began, before going on to 
say that due to information 
provided from the Red Cross, the 
Air Ministry had changed the 
classification of each airman from 
‘missing’ to ‘missing, presumed to 
have lost his life.’ 

Another letter was then sent 
confirming the telegram. It 
noted that while the Red Cross 
report quoted official German 

“

”

Bert had looked down to see Dunkirk 
aflame, ringed with searchlights 

and anti-aircraft guns, and watched 
ships off the coast taking the British 

Expeditionary Force across the narrow 
sea to safety.

documents stating the aircraft’s 
occupants had all been killed 
in action, proof of their deaths 
would not be accepted by the 
Air Ministry until “additional 
confirmation is received or 
a further period of time has 
elapsed.” The letter said that 
another letter would be sent “in 
due course”, before signing-off 
by extending the department’s 
sympathies for the family’s 
bereavement. 

On May 17th Bert’s brother 
telephoned the Air Ministry, and 
on June 6th his sister sent a letter. 
Both were told that no more 
news was forthcoming. However, 
by September 4th the Air Ministry 
was in a position to give more 
details, having by then received 
an update from the Red Cross. 
Preston, Cutmore, Lakin and 
Burrell had indeed been killed 
when their Hampden crashed at 
Cologne on April 21st, and the 
German authorities had afforded 
the four airmen a funeral on April 
24th at the military cemetery 
in Cologne.

While the Air Ministry had given 
the basic details to the families of 
the four airmen, the longing to 
know exactly what had befallen 
their loved ones was keenly felt. 
This is perhaps best observed in 
a letter Jack Cutmore’s mother 

Operations Record Book was duly 
annotated: “Hampden X2986 - 
Failed to return.”

Missing
That evening, telegrams were 
sent to the next of kin of the 
four crewmen. It stated that the 
men had been reported missing 
as a result of air operations, and 
that any further information 
would be relayed as soon as it 
was received. A follow-up letter 
confirming the telegram was 
written on April 24th, noting that 

Left: The crew of a Hampden bomber leave their aircraft upon returning 
from a flight. © IWM CH 256.  Right: The cramped cockpit of the Hampden is 
indicative of the small space the entire crew had to work in. © IWM CH 1207

Left: The view from 
the rear guns of a 
Hampden - a familiar 
sight for Bert Preston. 
© IWM CH 714



Marian sent to the Ministry upon 
receiving confirmation of his 
death. 

“It was a sad blow to us for 
we were hoping he might be a 
prisoner of war, not having any 
details for so long”, she wrote. 

“I would like to know if there 
was anything to identify him by… 
I would also like to know if he was 
killed instantly or was in hospital, 

or if anyone from the Red Cross 
Society saw him buried.” She ends 
her letter by saying: “I hope I am 
not bothering you too much, but 
a mother is always so anxious for 
her children.”

In reality, the original German 
documents contained far more 

As well as being commemorated at the CWGC’s Rheinberg War Cemetery, Hubert Everard Preston is also 
remembered on the Alderman Newton’s Grammar School plaque, now in the safe keeping of the Leicester 
City, County & Rutland At Risk War Memorials Project.

This fine bronze memorial, along with a similar one commemorating the school’s losses from the First 
World War, were retrieved from the cellar of what is now St Martin’s House in Peacock Lane. For many years 
this had been the home of Alderman Newton’s Grammar School, but was latterly used by the newly-formed 
Leicester Grammar School before it moved to Great Glen in 2008.

They were left there when in 1979 Alderman Newton’s Greencoat School moved to New Parks. Fittingly, 
however, the At Risk War Memorials Project took them into care at All Saints church in Highcross Street, 
Leicester, where Alderman Newton is buried and has a fine memorial window.

...my mother is 
becoming anxious 

as to where her boy’s 
remains actually lie.

“

”

detail than the Air Ministry ever 
provided to the families. These 
documents showed the final 
moments of the Hampden, 
and the grisly aftermath of the 
crash. The aircraft had been hit 
by flak over Cologne, and had 
crashed at 4:10am in a quarry 
near Knapsack in the south-west 
of the city. None of the crew had 
managed to bale out, and fire had 
destroyed the wreckage to such 
an extent that the men inside had 
been – according to the German 
report – “completely charred and 
dismembered”. 

While the documents contradict 
one another at certain points, the 
body of Jack Cutmore seems to 
have been somewhat identifiable 
as he was given his own grave 
during the burial of April 24th, 
while Bert Preston, Ron Lakin, and 
William Burrell were all buried 
together across two adjacent 
graves. 

‘They never die…’
In 1947, when the 
Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission (CWGC) set about 
‘concentrating’ – or exhuming 
the war dead buried in various 
local cemeteries and reburying 
them in centralised plots – they 
ensured that Preston, Lakin 
and Burrell were again interred 
together, next to their Canadian 
friend Jack Cutmore, at Rheinberg 

War Cemetery. 
When writing to the families in 

April 1947 to inform them of the 
graves’ relocation, the Air Ministry 
stated that the exact number, 
plot and row of the grave 
would be sent in a subsequent 
communication. Having still not 
received this information over 
18 months later, Bert’s sister felt 
compelled to write to the Air 
Ministry. Noting that they had 
heard nothing since the letter 
of April the previous year, she 
ended by saying: “I should be 
pleased if you would look into 
this matter as soon as possible, as 
my mother is becoming anxious 
as to where her boy’s remains 
actually lie.”

Just over a week later, Bert’s 
mother received a reply. It was 
only at this time that she, and 
the families of Bert’s crewmates, 
may have learned something 
of the traumatic end of their 
loved ones. “Information is now 
received that your son and 
2 of his aircrew companions, 
Pilot Officer Lakin and Sergeant 
Burrell, are laid to rest in Graves 
5 and 6 in Plot I, Row A of 
Rheinberg British Military 
Cemetery”. The letter ended by 
saying: “It is to be regretted that 
it has been found impossible 
to determine their individual 
identities, and the 2 graves have 
been registered collectively in 
their names.”

Whether Bert’s family ever got 
to visit his grave is unknown. 
What we do know, however, is 
that when the CWGC set about 
compiling personal inscriptions 
for the headstones of the war 

dead, Bert’s mother was given 
the chance to send a final 
message to her son. She chose 
the words: 

THEY NEVER DIE
WHO LIVE IN THE HEARTS

OF THOSE THEY LEAVE BEHIND.
MOTHER.
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Alderman Newton’s memorial

Failed to return

Documents from the Red Cross 
(above) detailing the circumstances 
of the crash, and the Air Ministry 
(below) writing to Bert’s mother to 
inform her of his removal to the 
British cemetery at Rheinberg. 
Courtesy of The National Archives.

Top: Bert Preston’s CWGC 
headstone. Courtesy of Dom Howard.
Bottom: Photograph of the 
temporary cross and grave marker 
sent to the families of the crew. 
Courtesy of The National Archives.
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Paper poppy...
                 lying torn & 

crumpled
underfoot...

             left on the ground.
Lost and lonely...

                                 abandoned
likened to the fallen empires

                                after a war.

Wet, broken up poppy...
                                sad.

Similar to the tears...
                              shed by those who 

lost all hope.
Memories evoked of the fallen,
  of lives lost...                             

in endless conflict.

Reflected by a broken paper poppy. 

“Broken poppy”

by Helen Donnelly


