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Cpl David Elias Tidy 127877 
C Corps Signal Company. Royal Engineers Signals Service 

Died of pneumonia and influenza aged 21 years. 
 
Early Days 
   David Elias Tidy born on 18 November 1897 [Note 1] was the youngest child of David and Catherine Tidy 
[nee Mills] who in 1901 were living at Myrtle Co age , Green Lane, Kingsdown  [now: Tidy’s Co age, The 
Green, West Kingsdown] with Catherine’s widowed father Henry Mills.  David Elias’ father David Tidy who 
was born in Rudgwick, Sussex [born. Sept 1862 – Dec 1913] was the son of Surrey man George Tidy [Farm 
labourer, b. 1830 to 22 April 1881 Epsom] and Rudgwick girl Mary Francis [b. 1829 – 20 Mar 1880]. 
   Catherine Mills [b. 3 Apr 1863] was the daughter of Henry Mills [b. 1822 – 2 Sept 1908] an established 
Kingsdown family and Ann Whi ng [b. 1823 – 3 Jun 1891] also of Kingsdown. 
   David and Catherine had two other children Frances Tidy [b. 5 Oct 1887] and Harry [b. 28 Jan 1891].  
David Elias was christened at St Edmund’s church on 30 January 1898.  His basic educa on would have 
been at the Kingsdown school under the tui on of Mr Palfreyman. At the me of the 1911 census David 
Elias was s ll at school but exactly where is not known.  This same year his brother Harry emigrated to 
Australia arriving there on the steam ship Gneisenau on 1 January.  David’s father died in December 1913 
and was buried in the village on 12 December. 
   In late 1916 David was working as a Grocers Assistant. There is evidence from the inclusion of his name 
on the Roll of Honour board at Sevenoaks Post Office that he also worked for the Post Office although his 
name has not been found in the Bri sh Postal Service Record Books. 
 
Military Service 
   On 23 June 1916 he applied to join Royal Engineers Special Reserve (Motor Cyclist Sec on).  The 
applica on includes a Cer ficate signed by the Secretary of the Motor-Cyclist Reserve Commi ee, Home 
Coun es Division sta ng that in his opinion that David was ‘a skilled motor cyclist, and in every way a 
suitable candidate for enlistment in Royal Engineers Special Reserve (Motor Cyclist Sec on)’.  ‘This man will, 
if he sa sfies the normal requirements for enlistment, be accepted … and on enlistment should join the RE 
Signal Service Rest Camp, Bletchley, Woburn, Beds’.  
   He was called up on 12 October 
1916 aged 18 years and 330 days  to 
the Royal Engineers Signals Service in 
the rank of Pioneer.  Described as a 
Grocers Assistant he was 5 feet 6 
inches tall, weighing 122 lbs with a 
chest measurement of 35 inches, his 
physical development was fair.  Either 
on enlistment or at a later date David 
made an allotment of pay to his 
widowed mother, the date on the 
form is not clear.  The separa on 
allowance was 8s. 9d. and the 
allotment of pay to her was 3s. 6d per 
week. 
   David was ini ally posted to the 
Signals School at Fenny Stra ord and 
on 17 February 1917 then based at 
the Signals Service Depot, Dunstable 
he was promoted to Corporal Motor 
Cyclist [2] .  A month later on 27 
March he joined C Corps Signals 
Company at Villers Bretonneux which 
is east of Amiens, France.    
                               /Con nues on p.3   

A brief history of The Corps of Royal Engineers 
   In 1716 the Corps of Engineers and the Royal Ar llery were placed on separate establishments 
under the control of the Board of Ordnance.   Military engineers had, however, served the crown 
from the me of William the Conqueror who appointed a King’s Engineer.  One of the early holders of 
this post was Bishop Gundulf of Rochester.  Despite his posi on in the church as Bishop of Rochester, 
Gundulf was responsible for much of the development of Rochester Castle as well as the building of 
the White Tower at the Tower of London. 
   In 1741 the training of both engineer and ar llery officers was formalised with the opening of the 
Royal Military Academy ‘The Shop’ at Woolwich but it was not un l 1757 that full military officer 
status was granted to engineers.  1787 saw a change of tle to the Corps of Royal Engineers which 
remained, as it had been hitherto, an officer only corps. 
   The Company of Soldier-Ar ficers was established on Gibraltar in 1772. These men were to play a 
vital role in construc ng and maintaining the defences during the siege of 1779 to 1783. The success 
of the Company combined with the need to bolster Britain’s defences in the face of the French 
Revolu on saw the establishment of the Corps of Royal Military Ar ficers in 1787.  The Company of 
Soldier-Ar ficers was amalgamated with them in 1797. The Ar ficers were officered by the Royal 
Engineers. 
   The tentacles of the Royal Engineers and the Ar ficers quickly to spread across the world in support 
of the Bri sh Army.  During the Peninsular War the Royal Engineers were mainly responsible for 
sieges, the destruc on and building of bridges and for fica ons.  In 1812 corps of Sappers & Miners 
was formed and the Royal Engineer Establishment was opened at Chatham [now the Royal School of 
Military Engineering]. 
In 1855 the Royal Engineers and the now Royal Sappers & Miners were merged as the Corps of Royal 
Engineers bringing the officers and other ranks together in one corps.   
   The Corps of Royal Engineers [RE] also known as the Sappers whose headquarters is s ll at Chatham 
have subsequently played a leading role in every campaign undertaken by the Bri sh Army since then. 
As the Army’s scien fic corps they inevitably became involved in communica ons.  They first used the 
electric telegraph in the Crimean War [1853-56] for communica on in the field between units by 
Morse code.   
Royal Engineers Signals 
   In 1869 a Signal Wing was established at Chatham.  In addi on to cable communica on the 
heliograph which used reflected sunlight to communicate was used extensively in the colonial wars. 
   Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone was adopted for use in the field as well and during the Second 
Boer War [1900-02] experiments were conducted with wireless communica on.  Such was the weight 
and bulk of the equipment it was not successful but its poten al was seen and it remained in 
development. 
   The opening of the First World War saw the Royal Engineers Signal Service [formed 1912] at the fore 
equipped with the means to communicate visually [heliograph and flags], by telegraph & telephone 
and with despatches and orders also carried by runners, on horseback and most by motorcycle 
despatch riders.  The total strength of the Corps was 300,000 by the end of the war. In 1914 the 
Signals Service was almost 6,000 strong and by 1918 it strength was 70,000.  The impera ve of good 
communica ons saw many developments.  Wireless communica on gradually became more reliable 
and was especially useful for communica on with the aircra  of the burgeoning Royal Flying Corps & 
later the Royal Air Force. 
   The RE Signals Service eventually lost responsibility for Army wide communica ons with the 
forma on of the Royal Corps of Signals in 1920.  The RE s ll provides military 
communica ons training within the Corps.  

Corps Mo o 
Ubique and Quo Fas Et Gloria Ducunt 

("Everywhere" and "Where Right And Glory Lead"; 
in La n fas implies "sacred duty") 

RE Signal Service despatch rider on a model H Triumph - rootschat.com 
Blue & White armband 

worn by DRs 
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The a ermath 
   A copy of David’s military records shows that a telegram was 
despatched to his mother in Kingsdown on 30 October advising 
the family of his death.  Catherine Tidy, who had been widowed 
in 1913 was s ll living at Myrtle Co age, Green Lane, Kingsdown 
with her daughter Frances who was teaching at Kingsdown 
School.  In July 1919 Catherine was sent £13 15s. 6d 
accumulated pay and also various personal effects including 
David’s wallet and drivers licence.  On 19 June 1920 Frances 
completed a Statement of the Name and Addresses of all of the 
Rela ves that are now living.  In addi on to Catherine and 
Frances it recorded Harry’s name as well giving an address in 
New South Wales.  The declara on on the form was 
countersigned by the Rev Warland.  A few weeks later a further 
£6 14s 9d was forwarded to Catherine by the Army.  Finally in 
March 1922 his mother received his Bri sh War Medal and 
Victory Medal. 
   In 1939 the register compiled in that year by the government 
showed that Catherine was s ll living in the same house.  Then 
aged 76 she is described as an incapacitated widow.  Frances 
was s ll living at home and is described as an Assistant 
Elementary Teacher Infants.  Catherine died on 11 November 
1941 leaving her daughter £923 0s. 1d.  Frances did not marry 
and she died on 11 February 1950 leaving £2863 1s. 7d. Probate 
was granted to Harry William Hollands farmer and Eric Thomas 
Crouch grocer.  It is not known who the beneficiaries of her will 
were. 
   Harry Tidy had se led in Australia in 1911, he answered the call and enlisted in the 13th/15th Ba alion 
Australian Army on 6 June 1915.  He was single and his trade or calling was described as a Butcher.  It was 
also noted that he had served in the Royal West Kent Regiment Volunteers for two years.  5  6 ¾ inches 
tall he then weighed 10 stone.  Sailing in HMAT Kyarra A55 on 3 January 1916 he was taken on the strength 
of the 47th Ba alion on 1 April.  By 12 August 1916 he was in ac on in France where he was wounded.  He 
was promoted to Lance Corporal on 1 October 1917.  Promo on to Corporal followed on 17 October and 
to Temporary Sergeant on 27 November.  On 22 January 1918 he was promoted to Sergeant.  Later 
transferred to the 45th Ba alion and then for several months the headquarters of the 12th Australian 
Infantry Brigade before returning to the 45th.  On 19 June 1919 whilst s ll serving in Europe he was 
granted leave for one month, the following note [see below] appeared in his records: Sgt. granted leave 
from 19.6.19 to 19.8.19 with pay and subs.[istence] condi onally on ltr [le er] from employer. Reason. 
Store Keeping ID3 a ending [A] H Crouch Kingsdown Sevenoaks Kent. [A H Crouch ran the village Post 
Office Store un l recently Cox & Gill’s] He returned to Australia leaving Devonport on HMAT Port Sydney on 
22 September 1919 where he was discharged from the army.  In addi on to the 1914/15 Star, the Victory 
Medal and the Bri sh War Medal 4254 Sgt Harry Tidy was awarded a Belgian Croix de Guerre for 
conspicuous services [LG 4th Suppl. 31275 dated 5 April 1919].  The Diploma for this was sent to him care of 
Mrs O Hollands, Maclean, Clarence River, New South Wales.  
   On 6 May 1921 Harry married Winifred Vida Watson on Maclean, New South Wales.  On 7 April 1942 he 
re-enlisted in the Australian Army [Army Ci zen Military Force Regt. No. N299386].  He was discharged in 
the rank of Lieutenant 7 March 1945. 
   Winifred died on 29 June 1965 at their home in Maclean and Harry died three years later on 5 August.  So 
far as can be ascertained they had no children. 

The 1918 influenza pandemic 
   One of the greatest medical disasters of the 20th century was the so called ‘Spanish Flu’ pandemic.  
Well in excess of 50 million people are thought to have died in this outbreak which swept across the 
world in three waves from the spring 1918 to the winter of 1919.  It dwarfed the 20 million deaths 
from the First World War and the death toll in Britain was 228,000. 
  It was a global pandemic and the first reported cases were in Spain and one of the first casual es 
their King.   Described as ‘la grippe’ by the soldiers the symptoms were sore throats, headaches and a 
loss of appe te.  Highly infec ous it spread rapidly in the trenches where men were all in close 
proximity.  Recovery was usually swi  and it was some mes referred to as the ‘three day fever’.   
   Those aged from 20 to 30 years old were especially affected, someone in the best of health at 
breakfast me could be dead by the later a ernoon such was its impact.  Symptoms were typical of 
those suffered by Cpl Tidy although he was ill for about 3 or 4 days before he succumbed.  It would 
start with severe fever and a headache.  Pneumonia usually followed with the pa ent turning blue 
about his mouth [cyanosis] due to a shortage of oxygen.  Hospitals and medical services were 
overwhelmed and there were then not an bio cs to counter the pneumonia.  
   It was a classless disease, prime minister Lloyd George was severely ill with it but survived as did 
Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany.   

David’s Headstone - Author’s collec on 

Casualty Clearing Sta ons 
   By 1918 the Army Medical Services were well developed.  A wounded soldier would ini ally be 
treated at his Ba alion’s Regimental Aid Post just behind the lines.  Casual es requiring greater care 
and a en on would be moved back, some mes via a Field Ambulance or Dressing Sta on to a 
Casualty Clearing Sta on so that their condi on could be stabilised.  A CCS could hold up to 1,000 
casual es.  From here they would, if necessary, be moved by train, ambulance or barges to field 
hospitals or a base hospital.  The la er which could have as many as 2,500 beds were mostly on the 
coast near to the channel ports.  Serious but stable cases were some mes transferred to UK hospitals 
as were those requiring  period of convalescence.   

A tented Casualty Clearing Sta on - Na onal Army Museum 

Extract from Harry’s military records - AIF records 
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   At this me a Corps Signal Company had 7 officers and 170 men including Non Commissioned Officers.  
The motorcycle sec on consisted of 4 NCOs, one of whom was David and 13 Sappers. 
   C Corps Signal Company was responsible for providing a signals service between its parent unit, III [or 3] 
Corps, its four Infantry Divisions, the ar llery, the Royal Flying Corps and other subordinate units.  The 
major means of communica on was by telephone with connec ng wires being buried by Cable Sec on or 
strung from poles by the Airline Sec on.  The unit held cable, portable telephone exchanges and all the 
associated apparatus and paraphernalia.  It  could be running a dozen or more telephone exchanges and 
also had mobile pigeon lo s with homing pigeons being used for carrying messages.  The use of wireless 
communica on was also developing quickly but the equipment was s ll very bulky.  The motorcycle 
despatch riders [DR] such as Cpl. Tidy were kept extremely busy [See traffic sta s cs below]. 
   Being a despatch rider was a challenging job and required both intelligence and ini a ve. By this me 
the maps available to the Army had much improved thanks to the sterling efforts of the Royal Engineers 
survey and map prin ng units.  Nevertheless as one DR put it [3]:  
   First of all you have to find the posi on of the units to which you are sent.  O en the Signals Office gives 
you the most exiguous informa on. ‘The 105th Brigade is somewhere near Ciry’… It is very necessary to 
remember that they may be wrong… the message saying they have moved may not ‘come through’ before 
you le .  
   The other major challenges were the o en very bad condi on of the roads and tracks with punctures 
being a more than daily occurrence and the poor mechanical reliability of the motor cycles.  The DRs were 
expected to fix problems as they went along finding petrol and spares as necessary. 
   The Corps HQ moved steadily east taking up fresh posi ons as the German army re red to their major 
new defences on the Hindenberg Line.  The Signal Company progressively set up new exchanges and 
closed the redundant ones.  Many miles of cable that had been so laboriously laid would be recovered for 
reuse again and again.  The Corps was subsequently engaged in the Ba le of Cambrai in late 1917.  

/Con nues on p. 5 

Field Marshal Haig’s tribute to the Army Despatch Riders. 
   Carrying despatches and messages at all  hours of the day and night, in every kind of weather, and 
o en traversing bad roads blocked with transport, they have been conspicuously successful in 
maintaining an extraordinary degree of efficiency in the services of communica ons… No amount of 
difficulty or danger has ever checked their energy and ardour which has dis nguished their corps 
throughout the opera ons. 
 

Credits 
Ancestry.co.uk 
Na onal Archives.  
CWGC web site. 
Work of the RE in the European War 1914-18. The Signal Service. 
 
 

Notes 
1. His date of birth is calculated from his age given on enlistment which was 18 years and 330 days. 

Allowing for four leap years his birth date is 13 Nov 1897. 
2. In the early part of the war many motor cycle despatch riders held the rank of Corporal as thy 

would frequently be speaking to officers and it was not considered seemly for  a private soldier to 
do this. 

3. A Motorcycle Courier in the Great War; Capt WHL Watson; Pen & Sword 2012 
 
 
Visi ng the Cambrin Military Cemetery 
   At one me, the village of Cambrin which is east  of Bethune and un l the end of the First World 
War, it was only about 800 metres from the front line trenches. The village contains two cemeteries 
used for Commonwealth burials; the churchyard extension, taken over from French troops in May 
1915 which has 1,313 burials, and the Military Cemetery "behind the Mayor's House." where there 
are 822 casual es of whom 6 are unknown. 
   It was begun in February 1915 and used as a front line cemetery un l December 1918. It contains 
many graves of the Ba le of Loos and in row D there are buried 57 officers and men of the 1st King's 
(Liverpool Regiment) who died on the first day of the ba le, 25 September 1915.   

Report of traffic from the Signal Company War Diary for April 1917.   
D.R.L.S. is the Despatch Rider Le er Service.  Na onal Archives. 

Sevenoaks Postal District Roll of Honour - Sue Featherstone 
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   1918 saw a major offensive by the German army which opened with Opera on Michael on 21 March 
which saw the Germans overwhelm the Bri sh forces in the Somme area.  Their advance on a wide front 
saw the Bri sh fall back up to 35 miles in some disarray.  Amiens came under threat and the Bri sh put a 
large number of their reserves into the line to fill the breach.  During this advance much equipment was 
lost and the Signal Service struggled to provide even essen al communica ons.  The DRs were kept 
extremely busy and it was en rely due to them that some important ar llery units received orders in 
sufficient me to enable them to withdraw their guns to safety.  
   From late August the Allied forces began to strike back with the successful opening of the 100 Day 
Offensive which was to bring the war to a conclusion.  III Corps played an ac ve role in this with its Signal 
Company frequently on the move.  Indeed the advance was at mes so rapid that it was difficult for them 
to lay telephone lines quickly enough so DRs were heavily relied on again.                                              
   On 1 October 1918 when based at Carnoy the Signal Company was relieved by 13 Corps Signals Company.  
They then moved north to Chocques near Bethune where they commenced opera ons on 8 October.   
   Here David was taken ill with influenza and admi ed to the nearby No. 13 Casualty Clearing Sta on [see 
page 2] at Cambrin on 21 October.  Below is a transcrip on of the legible parts of his medical notes: 
… No 13 CCS 21.10.18 
P.U.O.   [Pyrexia of unknown origin – a fever with no iden fied cause] 
Temperature of 104.2 symptoms of INFLUENZA  
22.10.18 Temperature 103.2 symptoms and signs of PNEUMONIA following INFLUENZA…   
Died 12.45pm 25.10.18 from PNEUMONIA and INFLUENZA 
   David was probably buried on the same day or on the following day in grave Q40 at the Cambrin Military 
Cemetery which lay behind the Mayor’s House.  He is named on the West Kingsdown War Memorial and 
the Sevenoaks Post Office Roll of Honour.   The quota on on his headstone which would have been chosen 
by his family reads: His father knoweth where he lies, and angels guard the spot’ {Anon] 

Extract from the Courier dated 16 April 1920 - Bri sh Newspaper Archive. 

Above: David’s medical notes from No 13 CCS 
Below: Entry from the Register of Soldiers Effects - Both Ancestry/Na onal Archives 


