The Queen's Own Royal West Kent Regiment

Private John PEARSON 4013
7th Battalion, Queens Own Royal West Kent Regiment

The regiment can trace its roots back to 1756 when it was found as the 50th Foot. It spent most of the
Seven Years’ War in England and then fought in Germany in 1760. In 1778 they saw action with the
Royal Navy as marines. Retitled the 50th or West Kent Regiment of Foot in 1782 they went on to see
service in Egypt, Denmark and the Peninsular War (1808-1814) where they were nicknamed the Dirty
Half-Hundred. The dye from their uniform cuffs black facing stained their faces as they wiped sweat
away. In 1827 they were retitled 50th (Duke of Clarence's) Regiment of Foot, in honour of the future
William IV of the United Kingdom, and then as the 50th (Queen's Own) Regiment of Foot in 1831 in
honour of William's wife, Queen Adelaide.
The Cardwell reforms of 1881 Army gave Kent two county regiments, one of which was the Queen's
Own (Royal West Kent Regiment). It was formed by merging the 50th (The Queen's Own) Regiment
of Foot and the 97th (The Earl of Ulster's) Regiment of Foot, which became the new unit's 1st and 2nd
regular battalions.
A year after the merger, 1st Battalion left Britain for Egypt. 1st Battalion fought in the Sudan in 1884,
then spent most of the following 30 years in India, Malta and Britain. 2nd Battalion spent most of the
period between 1882 and 1898 in Ireland, at the end of which it moved to Egypt and then, in 1900, to
South Africa following the outbreak of the Boer War (1899-1902). It then transferred to Ceylon (now
Sri Lanka) in 1902 and spent the rest of the pre-1914 period in Hong Kong, Singapore and India.
1st Battalion moved to Ireland in 1911 and from there it deployed to France at the outbreak of the First
World War (1914-18) in August 1914. They served in Italy between November 1917 and April 1918,
before returning to the Western Front for the remainder of the conflict. In February 1915 2nd Battalion
landed in Mesopotamia where it remained until the war's end, although two of its companies were
captured by the Turks at Kut al Amara in April 1916. The regiment also raised 14 Territorial and New
Army battalions between 1914 and 1918.
1st Battalion deployed straight to France at the outbreak of the Second World War (1939-45) in
September 1939 and was evacuated from Dunkirk in June 1940. Meanwhile, 2nd Battalion had moved
to Malta in 1939 and garrisoned the island throughout its siege. In June 1943 it left Malta to serve in
North Africa, where 1st Battalion had landed three months earlier.
In September 1943 2nd Battalion joined the unsuccessful Dodecanese Campaign. It was captured on
the island of Leros. In May 1944 the regiment formed a new 2nd Battalion by renaming its 7th
Battalion, though this remained in Britain until the end of the war. 1st Battalion spent 1944 fighting its
way up through Italy, until being transferred to Greece in December of that year. 4th Battalion served
in Burma where it played a leading role in the epic Battle of Kohima (1944).
In 1945 2nd Battalion joined the occupying forces in West Germany, returning to Britain in 1947 and
merged with 1st Battalion the following year. The regiment served in Malaya during the Emergency
(1948-60) from 1951 to 1954, the Suez Crisis of 1956 and against EOKA (National Organisation of
Cypriot Fighters) guerrillas on Cyprus from 1957 to 1958. It returned to Britain in 1959 and two years
later amalgamated with The Buffs (Royal East Kent Regiment) to form The Queen's Own Buffs, Royal
Kent Regiment. They joined the newly formed Queens Regiment in 1966. The Queen’s Regiment
joined with the Royal Hampshire Regiment in 1992 to form the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment.
Motto of Queen's Own (Royal West Kent Regiment)
'Invicta' (meaning 'Undefeated' - the county motto of Kent, inherited from the 50th Foot)
'Quo Fas et Gloria Ducunt' (meaning 'Where Right and Glory Lead' - inherited from the 97th Foot)

Left: Cap badge as worn in 1914.
Right: Present day PWRR cap badge.
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Died 3 July 1916
Early Days
John Pearson was the oldest of James & Mary Pearson’s 8 children. He was born at Riding Lane,

Underriver near Hildenborough in 1891. His father was a wood cutter, in 1902 they were living at
Noah’s Ark, Kemsing. A year later they had moved to Catford [then in Kent, now south east
London] returning to Noahs’ Ark in 1906.
At the time of the 1911 census the family were all living at Kiln Cottages, Romney Street where his
father was a labourer wood cutter. John was employed as a labourer with horses. His siblings in age
order were then: Burt [labourer], Arthur [school], Lillian [field worker], Violet [school], Rosy,
Dick & Earnest [sic] aged under 1 year.
7th Battalion, Queens Own Royal West Kent Regiment [RWK] [55 Brigade, 18 Division]

The, then 23 year old, John had answered Lord Kitchener’s call ‘Your Country Needs You’ in
October 1914. The exact date of his enlistment is not known as his service records have not
survived. He joined the 7th Battalion [Bn] at Maidstone which had been formed as part of the
Second New Army.
By April 1915 the Bn had moved to Codford on Salisbury Plain via Colchester. On 26 July the 950
strong unit was taken by rail to Southampton. Here they went aboard the SS Monas Queen and
were shipped by night to [LE] HAVRE in France. After an overnight rail journey they detrained at
LONGEAU. They then marched 10.5 miles via AMIENS to VILLERS BOCAGE. By 8 August
they were in billets at the village of BRAY on the river Somme. They were then attached to units to
1Bn RWK and 2Bn West Riding [Duke’s] both at CARNOY for training in trench warfare.
23 August saw them in full occupation of the trenches at BOIS FRANCAIS [near FRICOURT &
MAMETZ see sketch map below]. They did much work here to improve the trenches and they
remained in this general area taking their turn in the trenches until February 1916. By this time men
would typically spend about 15% of their time in the firing line with a further 10% in the support
trenches. The latter were immediately behind the front line. Further back were the reserve trenches
where 30% of time would be spent. The remaining 45% of their time would be completely away
from the front line. During this time they would be involved in training, getting a bath and delousing and activities in support of the campaign. For example the Bn. were involved in railway
construction work on at least one occasion.
When in the front line
they would ’stand to’
as the dawn was
breaking and again at
dusk as these were the
times when the risk of
an attack was highest.
When stood to they
would be in the
trenches with rifles
and machine guns at
the ready to repel any
attack. Each side
would often fire
artillery and mortar
shells onto the enemy
trenches at this time of
day as well.
Image 1 - Bois Francais near Fricourt & Mametz from the Bn War Diary
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They also fought at the TAMBOUR just outside FRICOURT village. Mines were exploded
near the trenches in these areas at various times. They were also subject to gas attacks from
time to time and sniping was a daily event. The Bn were not subject to any major fighting but
small numbers were killed or wounded by enemy action from time to time.
They remained in this general area of the Somme valley and were by June 1916 experienced
and battle hardened soldiers. 11 June 1916 saw them billeted at BRAY again and either
employed in the trenches or carrying out fatigues such as carrying forward gas cylinders
[euphemistically described as ‘Special Rations’ in orders and messages] and other essential
materiel to the front line.
A War Diary was kept by each unit and recorded their day to day activities and are an
invaluable source of information. On 22 June this reports that they were in RAIL AVENUE
[just outside CARNOY] noting that: It is almost inexplicable why the enemy do not shell this
valley. It is packed with men all walking about in the open, full of dumps [ammunition, food
etc]; and the centre of considerable activity of every kind. Battery [artillery gun positions] are
dug in it, and machine guns from the forward slopes of it by night.
It must have been clear to everyone at this time that preparations were being made for a major
offensive. The morning of the 24 June dawned, it was a dull day with low cloud and heavy
rain, undaunted by this the Allied artillery began a bombardment that was to last until the
attack was launched on the morning of 1 July. In these few days 1.75 million shells were fired
on the enemy on a 25,000 yard front [23,000 metres]. The intention was that German defensive
barbed wire would be flattened, enemy positions damaged beyond immediate repair and many
of their soldiers killed or wounded. The Germans were well prepared for this with many of
them sheltering in deep bunkers as the shells rained down on them.
On 25 June their War Diary notes that they were: Ordered to carry out a raid on German
trenches. 2nd Lt Brownlee selected. The raid failed, & 5 men are missing. Another raid due on
the night of 29 June was cancelled due to the proposed issue of Special Rations. On 30 June 5
other ranks were filled and one officer and 38 other ranks wounded with 5 men missing.
The 1 July saw the Bn, under the command of Lt Col JTW Fiennes in the reserve trenches at
RAIL AVENUE near CARNOY [see map opposite]. They were part of the 55th Brigade
reserve supporting the 7th Bn Queens and the 7th Bn The Buffs who were to lead the attack in
this sector on the morning of 1 July. From here the shell scarred ground rose away from them
in a wide valley leading up to the village of Montauban on the ridge which was the objective of
the Brigade’s attack. Across their path lay much barbed wire [picture on page 4] and trenches
interspersed with German machine gun strong points.
At 7.30am on 1 July 1916 the British & Imperial forces and the French Army on their right
flank advanced. As the Allied artillery fire died down the Germans emerged from their
bunkers, manned the trenches and laid down a hail of rifle and machine gun fire which was
backed up by their artillery. The leading troops of the 55th Brigade advanced and at 8.47am 7
RWK began their advance to reinforce the leading troops and mop up any remaining enemy
soldiers. By midday the 55th Brigade had reached and taken their objective which was a trench
line called Montauban Alley just west of the village of the same name. 7 RWK reinforced the
leading troops and settled themselves in and prepared to resist the expected counter-attack. At
some time during this advance Pte John Pearson was almost certainly severely wounded by
enemy fire. He would have been taken back to the Regimental Aid Post near the morning’s
start line in the Carnoy valley.
The Bn casualties from 1 to 4 July were 1 Officer, 1 NCO [Non Commissioned Officer] and 37
men killed in action. A check of the Commonwealth War Graves records shows that the final
death toll was in fact 41 of whom only 10 have a known grave. 7 Officers, 1 NCO and 135
men were wounded in the fighting and one man was listed as missing. It was noted in the War
Diary that: The behaviour of all ranks during the whole action was excellent in every respect.
Many NCOs exhibited marked qualities of leadership.
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Despite raining down some 1.75 million shells this bombardment failed to destroy either the barbed-wire
or the concrete bunkers protecting the German soldiers. This meant that the Germans were able to exploit
their good defensive positions on the higher ground when the British and French troops attacked at 7.30 on
the morning of the 1 July.
As indicated above Haig was not disheartened by these heavy losses on the first day and ordered
Rawlinson to continue making attacks on the German front-line. A night attack on 13 July did achieve a
temporary breakthrough but German reinforcements arrived in time to close the gap. Haig believed that the
Germans were close to the point of exhaustion and continued to order further attacks expected each one to
achieve the necessary breakthrough. Although small victories were achieved, for example, the capture of
Pozieres on 23 July, these gains could not be successfully followed up.
What were the losses and their impact?
The Battle of the Somme ended on 18 November 1916.
Country
Casualties *
Of which were deaths
Britain and Dominion forces
420,000
97,000
France
204,000
51,000
Germany
465,000
164,000
* Casualties = wounded, captured, missing and killed in action.
Almost a month later on 18 December the Battle of Verdun finally drew to a close after 301 days
continuous and intensive action. The aggregate totals for the Somme & Verdun were appalling:
Country
Casualties *
Of which were deaths
Britain and Dominion forces
420,000
97,000
France
564,000
214,000
Germany
805,000
307,000
* Casualties = wounded, captured, missing and killed in action.
Within six months the next great French offensive led by General Nivelle saw much of its Army mutiny.
This was not known at the time to either the British or more fortunately the Germans. Did the British attack
on the Somme in 1916 stop those earlier French acts of ‘collective indiscipline’ becoming a mutiny or were
they really a mutiny anyway. We don’t know but as a partner in the coalition we had to do something to
take the pressure off the French at Verdun in July 1916 or the war would have been lost.
For Germany this offensive and their losses were to have a longer term impact. Whilst troops were later
released to the Western Front when the Russians were out of the war the number of men available to be
signed up fell inexorably. The British, however, were able to fall back on the Dominions to find more men.
Finally the entry of the United States into the war in April 1917 also meant that American industry and
manpower contributed and the downfall of Germany was inevitable.
What lessons were learnt?
Both sides learnt from the fighting on the Somme. What followed was real co-operation between the
artillery and infantry with the use of the ‘creeping barrage’. The aerial reconnaissance of the Royal Flying
Corps made an invaluable contribution and much vital work was done by the Engineers and their Signals
Service. Attention was also turned to the important role of the supply & re-supply of the artillery and
soldiers on the front line with Sir Eric Geddes being especially appointed to take the lead. Two important
developments here were the provision of light railways and the supply of piped water to just behind the
front line. The arrival of the tank, once commanders understood how to use them, helped achieve that all
important initial break through.
The infantry platoon also became the key tactical unit rather than the company. Key tactical decisions were
also made at company level as they knew best about what was happening in front of them. Communications
remained the primary key to success and this remained and indeed remains one of the most significant
challenges of battles, past, present and future.
Footnote: Average daily losses.
British & Dominion Forces average daily casualties: dead, wounded, missing & PoW.
Battle
Average daily casualties
Arras
4,076
Hundred Days 1918
3,685
The Somme
2,943
Third Battle of Ypres - Passchendaele
2,323
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Battle of the Somme – a Brief Summary
Few events of the First World War have embedded themselves more firmly in the British psyche than
the number of soldiers killed in action on the first day of the Battle of the Somme which commenced on
1 July 1916. By the end of that day the British Expeditionary Force [BEF] had been hit extremely hard.
The British had suffered 19,240 dead, 35,493 wounded, 2,152 missing and 585 prisoners, a total loss of
57,470. Sixty per cent of all the officers involved were killed. On the first day of fighting, 20% of the
entire British fighting force had been killed.
Generals Haig and Rawlinson did not know the scale of the casualties and injuries from the opening
day of the battle and actually considered resuming the offensive as soon as possible. In fact, Haig, in his
diary the next day, wrote that "...the total casualties are estimated at over 40,000 to date. This cannot be
considered severe in view of the numbers engaged, and the length of front attacked."Haig had used
750,000 men (27 divisions) against the German front-line (16 divisions), nevertheless seemingly callous
remarks such as this did not serve Haig’s later reputation well.
Why was this battle fought?
By the Christmas of 1914 a defensive line had been established from Nieuwpoort [on the coast] to the
Swiss border. There was no easy way round this line of defence so it was siege warfare on a scale never
previously seen or even envisaged. These defence lines became progressively deeper both on and
below the ground.
On the Western Front we, the British, were in a coalition with the French and Belgians. Being part of a
coalition was nothing unusual for us, the odd thing about this one was that we were again fighting with
the French and not against them!
We were also a junior partner in this coalition as the progressively enlarging British army would never
match the French army in size. Whilst the British Commander in Chief Sir John French and then Sir
Douglas Haig from December 1915 retained independent command they necessarily had to work
closely with the French Army Commander in Chief. They also had to put up with a good deal of
political interference as well.
1915 saw various attempts by the French & British to breach the German lines. March saw the battle
of Neuve Chapelle followed by the 2nd battle for Ypres and lesser battles in the Neuve Chapelle area. A
major joint offensive opened on 25 September 1915 for the BEF in the Loos area with a simultaneous
attack by the French army in Artois immediately to the right of the BEF. The British made some limited
advances taking the village of Loos but the fighting had petered out by mid-October.
Stalemate largely ensued, however, the only way to win this war was to beat the Germans on their
home soil. Winning on another front would not provide a solution! Some of the politicians never quite
got this point, one result of this amongst others being the tragic and wasted effort in Gallipoli.
What to do next?
The latter part of 1915 saw the Allied strategy for 1916 developed from a series of conferences.
Germany was to be attacked in the east by the Russians and through Austria by the, now on side,
Italians. In the west the enlarged BEF would attack on the Somme with the French army. It was thought
this onslaught from all sides would leave the Germans pinned down with no scope to switch forces
between fronts. Haig’s preference to launch the BEF’s attack in Flanders was overruled.
The Germans under the leadership of General Falkenhayn had of course been developing their own
plan. This was to be an all-out attack on Verdun to ‘bleed France white’. On 21 February 1916 the
Germans launched operation Gericht [Law Court] with a massive and sustained artillery bombardment
on the forts around Verdun and an attack on the nearby Morte-Homme ridge. German infantry then
began the assault on the Verdun forts which was to drag on for many months.
With French and indeed German casualties piling up at Verdun the need for a major attack elsewhere
to relieve the pressure on the French was now becoming vital. By June the French casualties at Verdun
amounted to a quarter of a million. Unknown to their allies there had been some acts of ‘collective
indiscipline’ by French troops in the fighting line. So the already planned Battle of the Somme was
launched on 1 July 1916.
Marshal Joffre had intended to use mainly French soldiers but the German onslaught at Verdun turned
the Somme offensive into a large-scale diversionary attack by the BEF with much reduced support from
the French army. General Sir Douglas Haig now took over responsibility for the operation and with the
help of General Sir Henry Rawlinson, came up with his own plan of attack. Haig's strategy was for an
eight-day preliminary bombardment that he believed would completely destroy the German forward
defences.
Henry Rawlinson was in charge of the main attack and his Fourth Army were expected to advance
towards Bapaume. To the north of Rawlinson, General Edmund Allenby and the British Third Army
were ordered to make a breakthrough with cavalry standing by to exploit the gap that was expected to
appear in the German front-line. Further south, General Fayolle was to advance with the French Sixth
Army towards Combles.
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Image 2 - Extract from the map published in the
Oﬃcial History of WW1 - 1916
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Compared with the fate suffered by many of those engaged in the attack the Bn. casualties were
quite light. Of the Newfoundland Regiment whose strength that morning at 780 was similar to
that of 7 RWK only about 110 survived unscathed by the following day. Refer to pages 6 & 7
for an outline of the overall Battle of the Somme and events leading to it taking place.

Montauban village

Rail Avenue

Carnoy
village

Image 5 - View over Carnoy to Montauban taken from the D938

Image 3 - Barbed wire in front of a German trench.

On 5 July the Bn left the front line and were in billeted and bivouaced in and around
BRONFAY FARM. On the 7th they marched about 8 miles to BOIS MALARD and here they
were reinforced with a draft of 74 men.
Returning to Pte Pearson’s fate, the Operational Orders for the Bn indicate that responsibility
for the wounded lay with the 55th Field Ambulance, Royal Army Medical Corps. John would
have been transferred to their care at some point that day. The Field Ambulance appears to have
evacuated him to 34 Casualty Clearing Station at the
small village of Daours some 10 miles behind the lines.
John died of his wounds here on 3 July and was buried
in Daours Communal Extension Cemetery: Plot 2, Row
B, grave 23 where he lies to this day.

Visi ng the area.
The Somme ba leﬁeld area is extensive, a good base is the town of Albert where there is also a Museum.
Rail Avenue can be reached along a hard track, stop at N49.98424 E2.76147 from here looking North you
can see the spire of Montauban Church.
If you then move to N49.99309 E2.76281 you are in what was No Mans Land on 1 July 1916.
Bois Francais is at N49.9889 E2.7183. A number of the WW1 poets fought in this area and it is men oned
in some detail in Bernard Adams book Nothing of Importance. Some of the ground remains as it was in
WW1.
Recommended reading is Major & Mrs Holt’s Ba leﬁeld Guide to the Somme with its map.
Daours Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery is at N49.9054 E2.44576
Credits.
Images 6 & 8 from Ancestry.co.uk. Other images from the Author’s collec on or as credited.
Mar n W Stoneham MInstRE, Military Historian. West Kingsdown. July 2016 mar n@stoneham.org
h p://www.stoneham.org

The aftermath
John’s name is on the village War Memorial and also
on the memorial plaque in the church. Despite
publicity in SEKAM and the local press for the
Sevenoaks and Tonbridge area it has not proved
possible to find any descendants of John’s siblings.
His Medal Index card has been traced [pictured
opposite], John was awarded the Victory Medal and
the British War Medal.

Image 6 [above] Medal Index Card.
Image 7 [right] - Church WW1 Memorial.
Image 8 [below] Register of Soldiers eﬀects.

His father was alive in 1919 as the Register of Soldiers
Effects entry [pictured opposite] for John shows his
father as receiving £4 9s. This was the balance of the
pay John was due at the time of his death plus his War
Gratuity £8.
The age of his siblings is such that none of them
would have been eligible for service during the war.
Image 4 - Pte John Pearson
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