Heroes of the Somme

We Will
Remember
Them

Thiepval Memorial
to the missing of
the Somme

The First World War was by far the bloodiest and the most costly that the
annals of the history of humanity have ever recorded. No conflict before it
had seen such death and suffering on the scale that was inflicted in France
and indeed the whole of Western Europe in the summer of 1916. As for the
battlefields themselves, few ever witnessed the sacrifice that individual men
made for the love of their country as was made on the Somme on 1st July
1916. This day along with the Somme have been cherished by generations of
Ulster men and women ever since.
The battle itself lasted from 1st July to 18th November of
that year. By the time the battle was over, one million
lay dead or wounded on the fields of Flanders. Along
with the thousands of other Commonwealth troops,
five thousand Ulster men fell on the first day alone. At
the end of this most bloody battle, almost every street
in Ulster was mourning the death of fallen loved ones.
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It was in the face of this wholesale death, slaughter and suffering that
some of the most courageous and noble acts of self sacrifice that have
ever been recorded were performed. Neither time nor space would
permit me to cover all fifty one Somme VC recipients. Here I will pay
tribute to just four of the many brave Ulstermen. This in no way
undermines the valour and self sacrifice of other British and
Commonwealth soldiers who gave their all for their country and of
course for our freedom. Indeed every one of us should take time to
reflect on the tremendous sacrifice paid for our freedom and solemnly
contemplate with these thoughts “At the going down of the sun and in
the morning, we shall remember them”.
The four that I have selected to give a brief profile of are all from the
Ulster Division.
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Out of the fifty one VC’s that were awarded at the Somme, the very
first VC was won by Private W.F. McFadzean. It was shortly after 6am
on the 1st July that Billy McFadzean gave his life for those Ulstermen
that he served beside. It was for his actions that he won not just a
Victoria Cross, but the hearts and affections of Ulster people for
generations afterwards. Seldom has history ever recorded such a
selfless and brave act on any battlefield. As the men of the 36th Ulster
Division who were in Thiepval Wood prepared to advance, the
Germans were seeking out their positions with a barrage of heavy
shelling. When this began, Billy McFadzean was involved in the
distribution of bombs to his fellow soldiers. He picked up a box of
grenades and the box slipped, spilling out two of the grenades which
shed their pins as they fell. He instinctively knew that in four seconds
there would be a mighty explosion so he threw himself on top of the
spilled grenades and smothered the ensuing blast. While he was
killed instantly, his quick thinking actions saved the lives of all his
comrades, with only two men being injured.
There is an
account that
says that in
order
for
Billy to be
pronounced
“killed
in
action” and not “missing”, his comrades placed his webbing along
with dog tags on a stretcher and carried this along the trench to the
M.O. It is said that the soldiers in the trench fell silent and removed
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their helmets, while many wept openly. Also, that the stretcher bearers
carried that stretcher with such dignity and great tenderness that you
would have witnessed with a mother carrying her new born baby.
Too much of our Christianity today is drenched in sentiment, but is
glaringly devoid of sacrifice. There is much we can learn from the
actions of William McFadzean.
The second VC won at the Somme that I am looking at was that of Lt.
G.S. Cather. It was around 7:10am on the 1st July when the Irish
Fusiliers reached the ravine at the northern side of the village of Hamel
near Ancre river. The battle commenced at 7:30am and the Ulstermen
came under intense German machine-gun fire. The wave of Ulstermen
who were just reaching the ravine from the 12th Irish Rifles were mown
down and out of 330 men from the 108th Brigade who were at the
ravine, only 80 survived, the rest were either killed or wounded and
among the dead were
nine officers. Cather, who
was a Battalion Adjutant,
went out in the evening
into no-man’s-land to
retrieve the wounded.
There was always heavy
German fire across the
lonely stretches of noman’s-land,
however
Cather searched from
7pm to midnight bringing
three wounded men to
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safety. The following morning while bringing water to a man who was
too badly wounded to move he was shot and killed himself; all of this
was of course in full view of German direct machine-gun fire.
At school Cather had been a shy and well mannered boy and young
man. At the Somme he set a wonderful example of courage and self
sacrifice. It was Thomas Fuller who said “Man is immortal ‘til his work is
done”.
Lt. G. S. Cather VC was buried where he fell in the mud of no-man’sland at Thiepval, the Somme. He set a splendid example of courage and
self-sacrifice.
The third Victoria Cross won by the Ulster Division at the Somme was
that of Capt. E.N.F. Bell. His citation appeared in the London Gazette on
26th September 1916. It tells the story very well in these words:- “For
the most conspicuous bravery, he was in command of a Trench Mortar
Battery and advanced with the infantry in attack. When our front line
was hung up by enfilading machine-gun fire, Captain Bell crept forward
and shot the machine gunner. Later, on no less than three occasions
when our bombing parties which were clearing the enemy’s trenches,
were unable to advance he
went forward alone and
threw Trench Mortar bombs
among the enemy. When he
had no more bombs available
he stood on the parapet,
under intense fire, and used a
rifle with great coolness and
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effect on the enemy who were advancing to counter-attack. Finally he
was killed rallying and re-organising infantry parties who had lost their
officers. All this was outside the scope of his normal duties with his
battery. He gave his life in his supreme devotion to duty” and the love
of his country. His body was never recovered, it lies in the grave of the
unknown soldiers along with many of his fellow Ulstermen.
Our
fourth
Ulster
recipient of the VC at
the Somme that I have
selected to present a
brief profile of is
Private
R.
Quigg.
Robert Quigg was a member of the UVF and when war came he
enlisted in the 12th Battalion, Royal Irish Rifles (Mid-Antrim
Volunteers). He actually is the only one of the four that survived to
wear the honour. Like both McFadzean and Cather, Quigg was
awarded the Victoria Cross for saving life rather than killing the
enemy. As a member of the 12th Royal Irish Rifles he was in the front
line trenches to the north west of the village of Hamel. On the eve of
the 1st July his commander Sir Harry McNaughten (heir to the Bushmills
McNaughten Estate) was reported missing. Private Quigg went out into noman’s-land seven times trying to locate him "..... hearing a rumour that
his platoon officer was lying wounded, he went out seven times to look for
him, under heavy shell and machine-gun fire, each time bringing back a
wounded man. The last man he dragged on a waterproof sheet from within
yards of the enemy's wire. He was seven hours engaged in this most
gallant work, and was finally so exhausted that he had to give it up."

brought seven men back, saving their lives although the body of
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Harry McNaughten was never found. Quigg received his VC from the
King on 8th January 1917. The King spoke to him and asked him if he
was married. To this question Quigg replied “no but after this I
suppose I soon will be”. This amused the King who later described
Quigg as “a brave wee man”.

Robert Quigg returned to Bushmills to a hero's welcome. He died in
1955 and was buried with full military honours.
Inscription on his gravestone reads.....
IN MEMORY OF SERGEANT ROBERT QUIGG WHO WON THE VICTORIA
CROSS FOR MOST CONSPICUOUS BRAVERY
AT THE BATTLE OF THE SOMME ON 1ST JULY 1916
BORN 12TH MARCH 1885 - DIED 14TH MAY 1955
ERECTED BY HIS COMRADES
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Thomas Manton said “Duty is the greatest liberty and to do one’s duty
in the cause of liberty, there is no greater service”.
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During the 1st World War or the Great War as it became known, there
were 634 VC’s won, 51 of them for actions on the Somme. Out of all
these gallant men I selected just four. Hopefully these brief
biographical portraits will gave all of us a deeper sense of gratitude
and understanding of what all our forefathers endured during those
grim days on the Somme in July 1916.
In order to win a Victoria Cross your actions have to be witnessed by
others. I have no doubt that a great many more Ulstermen deserved
to be awarded a VC but their actions were either not seen on the
battlefield by others or reported. They were however seen in Heaven
and are fully recorded there.
The valour and courage that the Ulsterman
displayed at the Somme has been an
interpretation of Ulstermen everywhere
and expresses what an Ulsterman is. I pray
it will continue for generations to come.

All gave some, but some gave all.

LEST WE FORGET
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"Through
God we shall
do valiantly:
for he it is
that shall
tread down
our enemies."
Psalm 108
verse 13

For extreme bravery on the 1st July 1916 the 36th Ulster Division was awarded four Victoria Crosses.
During the First World War the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers were awarded eight Victoria Crosses, the Royal
Irish Rifles three, the Royal Irish Fusiliers two. Uniquely, the Royal Irish Rifles were awarded two on the
same day, 1st July 1916.
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