
MAJOR NEIL BORDEN CALLAN

It is our ambition to track the stories of every one of our ‘Lost Boys’ at Merton Court but exasperatingly,
sometimes we just cannot seem to find a robust trail. Neil is one of those people, and so we welcome
submissions in the way of contribution to developing our knowledge on his war service. What we do
know however at this stage, is minimal. We know he went on to Malvern School in 1934.

We spotted Neil’s name recorded in the London gazette of December 19th, 1941, detailing his was
appointed to the rank of Second Lieutenant. We know he served with the 10th Baluch regiment. As of
July 1941, the battalion moved to Quetta. Upon arrival the 8th Battalion attached to the 14th Indian
infantry Brigade. (Serving under the command of the 23rd Indian infantry Division until June 1942).

Moving to Ranchi in early February of 1942, by the 10th, the division was renamed the 23rd Indian
Infantry Division. Moving to Lahardaya on April 1st they disembarked the train at Barkakhara on June
6th, 1942. Neil never got off that train, because he never boarded it; he died on the 16th May.

After the invasion of Burma, Imphal became a focal point in the defence of India against the Japanese.
The retention of a position from which Burma could be re-entered then became of primary importance.
Consequently, The Second World War reached India with the aerial bombardment of May 1942; the
first time in history, it was attacked.

The Japanese bombings of the capital of Manipur, Imphal, began on May 10th. The main targets in
Manipur on the 10th and 16th May 1942 were the residences of the British Political and the
superintendent of the Durbar (British officials), the petrol pumps and the 4th Assam Rifles (central
parliamentary force). After the initial bombings almost every house was abandoned in Manipur as the
Manipuris fled. After some time, some Manipuris returned home to abruptly discover soldiers living in
their homes. There was then again, a second displacement of refugees fleeing their homes and so we
can see how the aerial bombardment of Imphal triggered a refugee crisis as the city was destroyed.
As Imphal became the first major entry point for refugees fleeing from Burma that year, 140,000
people passed through Imphal trying to get to Assam, alone and so this was already a zone of total
upheaval and chaos. A large camp-base was established, in what was recognised as ‘Imphal main’
which was an airfield, to try and house the refugees. Many had nothing more than the clothes on their
backs they were wearing when they ran.

With the advancing Japanese troops, a looming threat, the refugees had to go farther, in search of
safety. Some marched on for weeks on ends. With fears of an epidemic break-out, those who died in
the gruelling conditions fleeing trying to escape the Japanese invasion, were burnt. With atrocious
sights like this, we wonder what Neil had to see and endure mentally as he was stationed within
devastation as families were torn apart, as the Japanese soldiers swarmed into their towns. In the
months that followed, Allied forces fought to defend India (then part of the British Empire) and they
were driven back towards Burma with heavy losses. It is reported that Japanese reconnaissance planes
flew over the Imphal plain almost every day in April of 1942. The sirens whined, but no bomb
dropped. Until May. Leading historians have placed a heavy weight on the impact of the inability
soldiers had on thwarting their ‘fight or flight’ instinct, when trapped in static lines knowing that it
should not be a state lived in long-term. Psychologist Charles Bird importantly observes that there is a
‘tremendous psychic tension’ resulting in soldiers ‘watching and seeing nothing’ and so we wonder
what effect the aerial reconnaissance and visible presence of the Japanese planes had potentially on
Neil.

The battle of Red Hill (point 29263) was one of the bloodiest battles of Imphal. This was the turning
point in the Burma campaign of the Second World War. It was this battle that the Japanese invasion
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of India was ceased as the Allies drove them completely out of Burma in 1945. The Japanese lost
some 30,000 men. Neil did not live to see the day the Japanese retreated but he died fighting for it.

We do not know the exact circumstances of Neil’s death; we just know about his world in his final
months. We do know he was killed in action and his father’s note in the newspaper says it was in
Assam. Neil’s division was ordered to Imphal, when the Burma Corps were retreating, having been
driven out, for support. The Division was ordered to move while the monsoon season was at its
height. Movement was therefore challenging and disease, mainly Malaria, but also typhus, was
rampant. Conditions were excruciating and the senses must have been overload with the sights and
constant dangers. Possibly Neil died fighting at the border of Assam and Burma assisting the
struggling parliamentary 4th Assam Riffles or the Burma Corp contending with Japanese invasion and
a refugee landslide – we just do not know exactly.

Neil was buried in Imphal War Cemetery in Manipur which is Northeast India.

When Neil should have been 25 years of age, a remembrance notice was put into the local paper,
dedicated to him from loved ones including his father. We can see the messages read so fondly with
one reading: ‘in memory of so many pleasant times together,’ and one from his father calling him his
‘dear son.’ One is presumably from a dear friend ‘Tonkie,’ where perhaps Neil had a nickname for
him as a form of endearment saying: ‘salute on your birthday.’
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MICHAEL LINDSAY COULTON CRAWFORD

This past pupil was not a ‘Lost Boy’ casualty to the 2nd World War but was a very well-known
character who had been worthy of further research.

The ‘Perisher course,’ now known as the Submarine Command Course (introduced in 1917 in the UK)
intended to train and qualify officers to command submarines and it is one of the toughest tests
requiring of stamina, leadership and mental agility, in the world. Maintaining its purpose of preparing
students for war in the most brutal and unforgiving environments, only the elite pass through, and
since its inception, just 1,164 British officers have passed the course.

In June of 2017 some 280 graduates gathered at Britannia Royal Naval College in Dartmouth to mark
the centenary of the Perisher. The guest of honour, however, did not attend due to ill-health,
preventing him from being centre stage, at 99 years of age. This man was our own Old Mertonian,
Michael Crawford: the man of the hour.

Michael was a First World War baby, born on 27th June 1917. Michael and his brother Peter were
‘children of Empire’ spending their early years in Kenya, Africa. Their father, a former colonial railway
engineer was serving with the Royal Engineers in 1918 when he was invalided home from Salonika
with malaria. Post war he received a land grant, in Kenya and the family settled there. By 1924,
Michael and Peter travelled to England to attend Merton Court. Devastatingly, just two years into their
new lives in Sidcup as boarders, the boys lost their father when he died on November 10th, 1926.
The boy’s mother then travelled to England thereafter to live closer to her sons, settling on the isle of
Wight. Despite receiving some education previously in Nakuru, the boys did struggle initially with
such limited education, but they soon realised their academic abilities with Michael gaining a place
at Dartmouth (1931) and Peter went on to study at Cambridge.

As a cadet, and midshipman, in his teenage years, Michael served in the light cruiser Exeter, sailing in
south American waters, to then serve aboard the battleships Malaya and Revenge before returning
to Portsmouth for the sub-lieutenant’s course during which he volunteered for ‘the trade’ as the
submarine service was called. In 1938 Michael became familiar with the Mediterranean waters whilst
serving in the submarine depot ship, the Maidstone. From 1939-1940 Michael served as a junior
officer in the submarine the Sealion on the North Sea. In the August of 1940, Michael served briefly
as a first lieutenant of the training submarine L23, before being appointed in the December as first-
lieutenant of the Upholder, under the command of MalcolmWanklyn. Fascinatingly, Michael
Wanklyn we believe was the nephew of a Merton Court ‘Lost Boy’ from the First World War…Herbert
Wanklyn.

The Upholder’s first war patrol was from Portsmouth to Gibraltar, thereafter Michael served under
Wanklyn on 16 patrols in the Mediterranean. Michael survived submerged for up to three weeks at a
time with what seems like staggering acceptance and calm, when we listen to his Imperial War Mu-
seum interview from the early 1990s. With each patrol lasting around two-three weeks, with only 10
days in between to refuel and rearm in Malta it becomes clearer the mind-set for submarine service
engaging in amphibious warfare is complex and does not allow one instant to relinquish responsibil-
ity, existing in a highly pressurised environment, was one Michael undoubtedly showcased.

On one occasion, the Upholder was patrolling, and she was surprised by a German aircraft while on
the surface when entering Malta. The then captain, was hit, and fell unconscious and Michael seized
command acting on instinct and tenacity, dived the Upholder and turned out to sea again, all whilst
signalling to warn another British submarine: ‘air attack, stay dived…’ For his skill and enterprise,
Michael was awarded his first Distinguished Service Cross.
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In November of 1941, Michael returned home for his Perisher and after a short period in command
of the training submarine H50, he was appointed in the June of 1942 to the submarine P51, later
renamed, as the Unseen. By the November, the Unseen escaped a death threat as she was nearly lost
when off Toulon, she was faced by a Vichy French destroyer. Michael recalled how they were ‘sent out
to Toulon, for a covering operation to watch what the French would do for operation torch’ (the North
African landing). One early morning, when on patrol, Michael could not sleep and decided to go up
on the bridge. When he got there, he ‘immediately’ saw something he didn’t expect. Michael said to
the officer on watch, ‘what is that over there’ gesturing into the distance. The seemingly
inexperienced watchman told Michael it was an island, to which Michael laughed upon reflection.
Michael sounded the night alarm but as soon as the engines stopped, they could
hear the intakes for a destroyer; so, they hurriedly dived but as soon as they did, Michael recalled the
moment they were flashing at them to signify they had been seen and the start of them being harassed
off Toulon. Just a few days later, another nerve-shredding encounter bombarded Michael as he peered
through his periscope to see an enemy destroyer pointing directly at them. Michael acted fast and
dropped deep and let fire with depth charges as they started to plummet into the main depth. With
the safe diving gage at 200ft for the submarine they were in, he could not hold it and so sank well
beyond the limit to 350ft… The hull creaked under pressure, especially as there was damage to the
ballast tanks and it was not until hours later could they creep away and surface. Nerves of steel were
non-negotiable for this war work, and we do not doubt Michael exuded this quality.

The Unseen got her name from her slender proportions as she was perfect for slinking in close to
shore and dropping members of sorties on land for reconnaissance before landing only to retrieve
them again and slide back into the deep before it caught enemy attention. It was a hazardous mission
and Michael helped conduct five such missions in the early Summer of 1943 ahead of the Allied
landings in Sicily. Michael told the Imperial War Museum in his usual self-effacing way, that such
missions were ‘not very pleasant’ but was so proud that they ‘managed to get the chaps back’ every
single time.

Michael went on to patrol in North Africa, and coastal Italy and France. By 1944, when the Unseen
was brought back to the UK he had completed eighteen war patrols, but devastatingly losing around
half of his peers as a cost. No doubt Michael stood at the altar waiting for Margaret Hendy Lewis
coming down the aisle thanking God he made it to the church, vowing to Margaret and himself he
would live a full life for those who lost theirs. The two went on to have a son David, Michael Junior
and twins, Simon and Rosemary. Michael did have to go through the heartbreak of Michael and
David predeceasing him.

Michael was awarded a bar to his Distinguished Service Cross and was mentioned in dispatches for
his devotion to duty. Michael went on to command the submarine the Oberon in 1944 in home
waters and commanded the Tireless in the Far East from 1944-1946. Michael was promoted to
captain in 1959 and went on to serve as the Naval Aide-de-Camp (ADC) to the Queen in 1968.
Some fifty years after the war, Michael held a burning memory of a man he once tried to kill.
Michael described the hand-written letter he was sent, to the Imperial War Museum, of a surviving
German aboard a submarine Michael ordered torpedoes to be fired at. Michael didn’t go into detail,
but we do know he replied to this unidentified man, but he said they never met in person; perhaps it
was just something far too surreal to comprehend. What we do know is, this man, that letter, the
words in the ink on the page, stood out and meant something to Michael; what exactly, we will never
know.

Michael left behind no tangible memoir, but he did write a book. A book he touchingly devoted to
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writing about Wanklyn, the captain whom he admired so much. Sentimental, in awe, and with an
identity forged by the submarine service, Michael went on to live a quiet life with his wife, supported
by the WI and RNLI. They remained ‘stalwarts’ of the Royal Naval and Royal Albert Yacht Club,
Portsmouth – never quite leaving the sea behind.

Sometimes remarkable things happen in life that just can’t be explained; little happenings, that seem
to defy all reasoning and we think it was truly extraordinary that just one day after Michael’s 100th
birthday in 2017, he died. Michael was remembered by John Weale OBE as: ‘one of an elite band of
brothers…’
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CAPTAIN THOMAS NOEL DAWKINS

After encountering our ‘Lost Boys’ section on the school website, Graham Pickup emailed Merton
Court to tell us about his father because he knew our Thomas. Sergeant John Pickup, was Thomas’
driver in the Royal Artillery. John told his son Graham about the fierce fighting near St Valery en Caux
during the British Army’s retreat to Dunkirk that involved them both.

Thomas served with the 23rd Field Regiment, Royal Artillery which was made up of the 60th Battery,
89th Battery, and 100th Battery. When the war broke out the 23rd Field regiment was stationed up
and down the country and upon eruption of The Second World War, it mobilised and within a month
they were ready. Embarking for France at the end of September 1939, the whole of the regiment had
arrived by mid-March, enduring the first few months of the ‘Blitzkrieg’ in Northern France. Joining the
51st Highland Division, (which had been sacrificed as a rearguard to save other troops) they moved
into action between Launsvelt and Halstroff, so close (15 kilometres in fact) in front of the Maginot
line. On May 5th, for a week, their position was incessantly shelled and strafed to which they could
not hold and so began to withdraw on the 12th to Veckering. Meanwhile the German Panzer Corp
had broken through further to the north and so the situation rapidly becoming a race for Dunkirk.
The retreat to the coast was nightmarish and the number of casualties quickly grew serious, but
reinforcements never reached the regiment; they were alone. To defuse the rout, a determined
attempt at Abbeville failed when the first deployed British tanks were sent into action, saw the 10th
Lancers wiped out completely. Again, they were alone.

By the 9th June, the 51st Highland Division reached St. Valery. The 23rd Field Regiment had the duty
of waging a ‘rearguard’ six miles from the coast as the rest of the division attempted to evacuate via
sea. This essentially means the formation of a body of soldiers at the rear to delay attack from the
encroaching enemy. This position was held, despite the repeated vehement attacks, until the night of
June 11th. They were forced to retreat to the town of St Valery which was by this point under flames
and heavy shellfire. As they reached the town square, they received the news the last boat had left the
beach. Hearing that news must have come with complex mixed emotions for men like Thomas. They
had saved so many soldiers; they had done their duty to the armed forces and the King, but they knew
they were alone now, and chances of survival were slim. They had sacrificed themselves for others –
they were a unique ‘band of brothers.’ Apparently, the Commanding Officer huddled the remaining
men in the square and told them if they could just hold on until nightfall, they might be able to
evacuate by sea if another boat came for them. Perimeter defences were dug as they mentally
prepared to fight, outnumbered, and ill-equipped armed only with rifles and hand weapons, as the
German forces seeped in from arriving at Calais. Their final hopes were smashed as the Germans
encircled them.

Thomas, along with John Pickup and another NCO, ran into a Wehrmacht machine gun unit and a
tank, whilst they were surveying gun positions. Thomas was severely wounded in the arm. His two
comrades tried to patch him up the best they could with minimal first aid and delivered him to the
Casualty Clearing Station at St Valery. John apparently always wanted to know if his comrade Thomas
had survived. He in fact never made it home from France, dying of his wounds on the 11th June,
1940. Thomas’ injuries must have been more severe than what John could see and indeed
remembered, and we do not know what the exact cause of death was. Perhaps he bled out from his
arm or was hit with more bullets from the machine gun fire than they all saw, as adrenaline furiously
pumped round Thomas’s body disguising bullet entry wounds.
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Major General Fortune (commanding officer of the Highlanders) surrendered the town to the
Germans, commanded by General Rommel on June 12th, 1940, the day after Thomas died from his
injuries. The 51st Highland Division (which included the 23rd Field Regiment) would be remembered
in history as the soldiers abandoned to save the rest of the retreating me. Only 1 officer and around
10 men of other ranks got back to England. The town of St. Valery was not liberated until 1944.
John Pickup, along with the survivors of the Highland Division, went ‘into the bag’ (captured) for the
duration of the Second World War.

Thomas was the son of Stanley and Agnes Dawkins; he was 33 years of age when he was killed.
Buried in St Valery-en-Caux Franco-British Cemetery, the inscription on his gravestone reads: ‘In God
our father’s loving care you are waiting for me.’ The cemetery contains 218 French men buried there
and 234 commonwealth bodies with 63 of those which are to this day unidentified, and perhaps
some of them, Thomas knew.
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PILOT OFFICER KEITH DESMOND DAWSON-SCOTT

Formed at Luce Bay, 25 July 1918, 258 Squadron flew anti-submarine patrols over the Irish Sea and the
Firth of Clyde until the Armistice and was disbanded on 5 March 1919.

It reformed on 20 November 1940, absorbing No 263 Squadron’s aircraft, and became part of
Newcastle’s defence. Coastal shipping patrols with a few fighter sweeps over France were carried out
until October 1941, when the Squadron prepared for a move to the Middle East.

The outbreak of war in the Far East diverted No 258 Squadron to Singapore, where it was plunged
straight into the action.

Son of Wallace Jon and Maud, Keith went on to join the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve.
The Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve (RAFVR) was established in 1936 to support the preparedness of
the U.K. Royal Air Force in the event of another war. The Air Ministry intended it to form a supplement
to the Royal Auxiliary Air Force; the active reserve for the RAF, by providing an additional non-active
reserve. However, during the Second World War the high demand for aircrew absorbed all available
RAuxAF personnel and led the RAFVR to quickly become the main pathway of aircrew entry into the RAF.

258 Squadron had been diverted on the high seas in the defence of Singapore once the Japanese
entered the war and so they arrived via Gibraltar on 29 January 1942. Three days later, the squadron
were operational and after two days, forced to move to P1 airstrip in Java, Indonesia, to defend the city
of Palembang as the situation became desperate in Malaya. Here, they were reportedly bombed daily
and around 10:00am and the soldiers used to jump into their slit trenches just before the allotted hour,
wait for the bombs to fall and hope they were lucky enough to be spared and then as the Japanese were
leaving, jump out again to return to their duties.

A senior member of a Royal Air Force forum contributed in 2007 detailing how Keith was killed. Whilst
there has not been official confirmation, this is all we have. As enemy aircrafts strafed the airfield Keith
was on, he was caught in the fire, and died on the ground running for shelter as chaos was unleashed
from above.

Keith died aged 21 years old, on February 6th, 1942. Commemorated on the Singapore memorial in
Kranji war cemetery in Singapore. The memorial in part reads: ‘…but to whom the fortune of war
denied the customary rights accorded to their comrades in death…THEY DIED FOR ALL FREE MEN.’
By February 23rd, the squadron was disbanded.

Hauntingly, Keith was the replacement Pilot posted to 258 Squadron from 266 Fighter Wing. He had
only just arrived at Palembang base from Tjililitan for duty the exact moments the enemy raid
commenced, and he was killed. Chances of death with soldiering were about proximity to violence and
threat, not how long you served but of course the longer you served the more likely on rotation you
were facing life-threatening theatres of war. With the interchanging design system of soldiering, any
‘time’ could have been ‘your time,’ but for Keith, soldiers and civilians alike living through war,
adoption of respecting ‘tomorrow may never come’ was widespread. Keith died on the day he showed
up for duty, strafed by Japanese ‘zeros’ on the airfield he stood on, unable to fight back and losing his
own tomorrow.

Survivors transferred their aircraft to 605 Squadron and most attempted to escape on sea by ship to
Australia, but every ship sank with no survivors.

What a tale of lost promise Keith was. After Merton Court, he went on to Trent College in 1935,
excelling at Sport. He played for their Rugby and Hockey teams and was Captain of Cricket in 1939.
His parents were Wallace John and Maud Dawson-Scott. His officer number was 102149 and memorial
ID is 56215.
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MAJOR HERBERT JOHN FINCH

In the late 1930s, the British Army was researching the idea for a weapon between the 3-inch and
4.7-inch guns. After gunners had done some investigation, it was found that a 3.7-inch gun firing a
25-pound shell could fill the gap, and so in 1933 a specification for a 3.7-inch gun weighing eight
tons, capable of being put into action in 15 minutes and being towed at 25 miles per hour, was
issued. A design by Vickers in conjunction with the Woolwich Arsenal was accepted, and the
prototype passed proof in April 1936 with production being authorised a year later.

Design problems with the gun’s carriage delayed their arrival on the front. The gun was intended for
use in the field by the Army and so had to be fully mobile but, they were only ever semi-practical.

Although it was slow to gain the appreciation of gunner crews, the 3.7-in cannon ultimately proved
itself as reliable and deadly military equipment. By 1941, it was the primary anti-aircraft weapon in
use by the British. The Germans respected the weapon so much that when one was captured, they
used them in coastal defences renaming them the 94m Flak Vickers M.39 and even manufactured
their own ammunition for it.

Son of Frederick William and Charlotte Maud Finch, Herbert was born in Mottingham, in 1907.
We are not sure where Herbert went on to study after receiving his education at Merton Court, but we
know he went on to join the army at 33 years of age. Herbert joined 165 Heavy Anti-Aircraft (HAA)
Regiment of the Royal Artillery around mid-November of 1942. The mission of the 165 HAA was
charged with protecting airfields. Armed with the Anti-Aircraft Artillery, Herbert was one of the men
that operated them to shoot down enemy aircraft in the sky, from the ground.

Herbert is mentioned in the London Gazette on September 1st of 1939 as he was granted a temporary
commission promoted to the rank of Captain. By January of 1944 Herbert is commissioned to Major
as Battery Commander of 275 HAA Battery. Herbert became second in command for 165 HAA in
April 1944. Arriving in Normandy on June 14th under control of the Royal Artillery, just over a month
later he was dead.

Whilst no two war experiences are the same, especially for men of differing ranks, we can lean on
Private Frank L Scott’s detailed memoirs (that he sneakily kept hidden to avoid serious reprimand)
who served alongside Herbert with the 165 HAA regiment, to offer an insight into what Herbert was
experiencing from mobilisation to warfare. Whilst the regiment completed mobilisation for overseas
service on the outskirts of London, Frank fondly recalled how he was able to go ‘AWOL’ if there was
no call duty and he would often pop into his family home and spend precious time with his parents
or sit in the public house with the locals for a pint of beer, as he recalled with humour: ‘no one was
the wiser.’ When marching orders were received to proceed in convoy to the London Docks, the
weather was worsening, and it put plans on hold. Time permitted soldiers leave, and Frank could have
gone home once last time but he refused the chance; he said the time before meant he ‘couldn’t go
through it again.’We wonder if Herbert went home or waited at the docks, second-in- command of
his men.

Frank recalled the ‘sea of mud’ as a foresight of ‘things to come’ as enormous numbers of vehicles
and military equipment trudged through rain and sludge, and Frank and his comrades felt they were
charged with ‘doing something’ about the incessant Luftwaffe air raids and the arrival of the ‘flying
bomb’ on the London streets.

And then ‘D-Day’ arrived…

As they prepared for the ‘off day,’ we know Herbert would have been packing his bergen and
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supplied with 200 French Francs, vomit bags, and his life jacket; referred to by his comrade Frank as a
‘Mae West;’ as once it inflated it gave the wearer a buxom appearance and so came the nickname
from the glamourous American movie-star of the decade. Frank said they sat and wrote letters home,
so we wonder whose name Herbert shaped inked into words for, as they soon grew further away from
their homeland and closer to the French coastline.

The exact aim of their regiment as an arm of the Royal Artillery, was for the anti-aircraft gun
protection of airfields, armed with some 24 HAA in total, (equivalent to the Germans’ dreaded ‘88’s.)
This role would dramatically change when the men were expected to be called into action to get a
foothold until the position could be held in Normandy.

Herbert’s first night at sea was spent laying just off the coast at Arromanches where some enemy
activity was experienced and a ship moored alongside, unfortunately it was hit by a German H.E
bomb. Consequently, Herbert and his regiment then disembarked and unloaded the vessel until
darkness fell. Once in Normandy, it was essential to shed the vehicle of its waterproofing materials as
soon as possible and extend the exhaust pipe after offloading from the ship and pushing through the
sea onto the shore from the ramp so it was an exhausting process as the regiment moved on several
times in those ensuing weeks.

Frank’s role was to travel with the staff car and reconnoitre sites prior to the deployment of heavy
artillery. Frank would remain in each location until the last units had passed through that check point
with the expectation of being relieved later and picked up to move forward with ground.
The procedure was cyclical, like a type of ‘leapfrogging.’ Whilst in position at their latest ground
gained, there was constant heavy shelling and the regiment watched from the outskirts a thousand-day
bomber raid that eventually saw the fall of the town of Caen. Dug in, around an orchard in the
Giberville area, east of Caen, at around 22:00pm, a mortar fire struck an apple tree. Underneath that
apple tree playing with a pack of cards, was a Padre, a signal officer, and the Quartermaster, that were
all wounded. There was another man under the tree, who was killed on the spot; it was Major Herbert
John Finch. Frank wrote in his diary Herbert was a ‘terrific loss to the regiment.’

Herbert is buried in the Bayeux Cemetery, Normandy, France. Bayeux War Cemetery is the largest
commonwealth cemetery of the Second World War in France and contains burials brought in from
the surrounding districts and from hospitals that were located nearby. His headstone reads: ‘He hath
done what he could.’

Several years later through the Commonwealth War Graves organisation, Frank was able to trace and
eventually visit the grave of Herbert in Bayeux Cemetery. We don’t know what he said or brought to
Herbert’s grave, but what we do know is, he deeply cared for the second in command of his unit.
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MIDSHIPMAN DAVID BOULTON FORBES

More than 80 years ago on the night of 19th December 1941, there occurred one of the most extensive
but least known naval disasters of the Second World War and our ‘Lost Boy’ David Boulton Forbes was
there. Son of Walter and Hersey Forbes, of North Cray, Kent, here is a fraction of his war story.

After the First World War, commemorating the dead with eery moments of silence, the poppy worn on
lapels and a sea of war memorials started to spread, becoming quintessentially part of the mythology
of Remembrance. For those who had no known grave as their bodies were never recovered, something
appropriate needed to be found as a way of equally commemorating where no permanent memorial
could be provided individually. This was particularly apparent for members of the Royal Navy who were
lost at sea. An Admiralty committee recommended that the three manning ports in Britain: Chatham,
Plymouth and Portsmouth should each have an identical memorial of ‘unmistakable’ Naval form.
Looking at the three they are striking for their staggering central obelisk. Designed by Sir Robert Lorimer
in partnership with sculptor Henry Poole, the Plymouth Naval Memorial was unveiled by Prince George
on 29th July 1924.

Nobody imagined another world war in their lifetime and so it is telling to see how architectural
designs of grand memorials reflect this with pieces ‘added’ onto or cleverly incorporated into the
designs of First World War memorials. After The Second World War the Naval memorials needed to be
extended but since the three sites were dissimilar a varying architectural treatment for each was
required. The additional work was unveiled by Princess Margaret on 20th May 1954 and a further
unveiling took place on November 11th when panels 101-1013 honouring those who died on shore,
equally with no known grave were unveiled by Admiral Sir Mark Pizey. Plymouth Naval memorial
commemorates 7,521 sailors of The First World War and 15,933 of The Second World War, one of
those, is David.

HMS Neptune had been expected to leave Britain for New Zealand in May 1941, but because of the
heavy loss of cruisers during the Crete Campaign, it was instead attached to the 7th Cruiser Squadron in
the Mediterranean. On the afternoon of December 18th, the squadron known as ‘Force K’ was dis-
patched from Malta to intercept an important enemy convoy bound for Tripoli. The three cruisers of
'Force K', were the Neptune, Aurora and Penelope, supported by the destroyers Kandahar, Lance,
Lively and Havock. Captained by Rory O’Conor leading ‘Force K,’ the task of the crew was to destroy
German and Italian convoys carrying soldiers and supplies to Libya in support of Rommel’s army in
North Africa. As they were steaming south, in singular formation on the dark, stormy night, at 01:06 am,
the Neptune was the first to strike a mine. The Aurora her next astern, hauled out to starboard to avoid
the same blow but only a minute later she too exploded a mine; two minutes later, an explosion
buffeted Penelope's port side abreast the bridge an all three were hit. The Neptune going full astern hit
another mine, which wrecked her steering gear and propellers and brought her to a standstill. This
moment must have been terrifying for David onboard as he was suddenly rudderless in the middle of
the Mediterranean, floating in an amphibious minefield…

The Aurora, hoping to abort without further catastrophe, followed by the Penelope, tried to turn. They
were 15 miles from Tripoli, and it was nearly dawn. The damage to Aurora had reduced her maximum
speed to 10 knots, but they needed to get as far from the enemy coast as he could before daylight. The
risk of sending another ship into the minefield to tow the Neptune out was grave, but there was a lot of
lives to be saved. The destroyers Kandahar and Lively then entered the minefield to reach the Neptune
and tow her out. Captain Nicholl was also cautiously edging the Penelope towards her when at
03:18am the Kandahar struck a mine. Captain O'Conor of the Neptune flashed a warning: ‘Keep away’
as the crew onboard the warships were watching mines explode one after the other. At 04:03am the
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Neptune struck a fourth mine. This was more than her hull could take; she slowly turned over and sank.

Only a few of the 767 crew survived the sinking of HMS Neptune. Those that did were clinging
desperately to life rafts and found five days later. By Christmas Eve, many of the initial survivors had
perished, succumbing to their wounds, sustained from the mine explosions or dying from hypothermia,
caked in engine oil. It is also worth noting that many of them swallowed this toxic substance or choked
on it. The one and only Neptune survivor, 20-year-old Able Seaman Norman Walton, spent 18 months
in an Italian prisoner of war camp before being released in 1943. Listening to Norman’s experiences is
the only way now we can get close to what David may have experienced the night before and the early
hours into the morning the day HMS Neptune sank.

Norman recalled an explosion just after midnight damaging the starboard bow which must have been
the first mine. Norman said after this the captain stopped the engines and we can imagine David at that
moment with the other crew members feeling the hum of the ship abruptly stop and as they moved
forward the shock of hitting another mine, that blew the screws and most of the stern away. Norman
remembered how after the second mine the Captain called the entire crew on top deck as they could
see the Kandahar was approaching to tow them; David and so many others seeing a glimmer of hope
they would be rescued. Norman specifies that he and 7 others, including a midshipman, that could
have been David (but we cannot be sure), were charged with trying to secure the tow but the Kandahar
was hit and slewed off and their rescue chances melted away in front of them, all desperately watching
on top deck on the HMS Neptune.

As they hit the fourth mine, Norman tells how the ship was lifted up into the air and dropped back
down again and sailors started to jump into the water as they knew they needed to abandon the ship.
Norman specifically recalls not wanting to just be stranded in open water, so he searched for a raft first
and swam towards that and that decision is what protected his life but around 30 other people were
trying to get to it too for a place on it to survive. They all watched the ship sink and Norman said the
surviving men cheered as it went down; we wonder if David was with him at this point.

We’ll never know exactly how David met his death in the Mediterranean. No bodies of the crew were
ever recovered.
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MAJOR ROWLAND DE PUTRON GAUVAIN

We have a beautiful photograph from Rowland’s wedding day. We also have a picture of him in the
school photo of 1921, sitting next to the then Headmaster TA (Tally) Lord.

Son of Hedley Putron and Clare Isabel, Rowland already had his brother Sydney, waiting for him.
According to the Census of England and Wales of 1911, the De Putron Guavain family were living in
their seven-bedroom home in Barnes, Surrey, with a domestic servant. Born in 1908 Rowland was just
an infant, an infant that would grow into a young boy as The First World War ravaged the world. We can
only wonder if this had any lasting impact on Rowland’s desire to fight when a Second War erupted.

After Merton Court, Rowland was further educated at Felstead Senior School. By aged 24, Rowland had
moved and was living in London but sadly within two years he lost his father on 01.03.1934 and his
mother just one year into the war on 05.12.1940. We know from Ancestry that Rowland travelled to
India, but we do not know when, only that he returned on 15th April 1932.

Whilst nominally serving with the 13th Frontier Force Rifles as an officer, Rowland was acting as deputy
assistant-adjutant General (by April 1941) to the 9th Indian Division in Malaya. This was a position he
held throughout the Japanese invasion and subsequent campaign. The 9th Indian Division were the first
to engage with Japanese forces following invasion where they acquitted themselves in a steady retreat,
and with standing action throughout December of 1941 and January of 1942. By the end of the month
however the entirety of the 22nd Brigade after it was cut off and destroyed, losing their divisional
commander at the same time. Following the loss, the 9th division was amalgamated with the 11th
Indian Division.

At 10:30pm on February 8th 1942, the Japanese army crossed the straits of Johor and invaded Singapore
through the Lim Chu Kang Sari bun area. These areas were mainly stationed with Australian soldiers.
By the 9th, the British forces were pushed back and so they tried to form a blockade to contain the
invading Japanese kin the western sector known as the ‘Jurong line, (covering the entire stretch from
Kranji River in the north to the Jurong River in the south) protecting the approaches to Singapore as a
final attempt at a barrier. Due to failures in communications and mounting pressure from the advancing
superior Japanese forces, especially as this was the first encounter of the British with Japanese tanks,
the line couldn’t be held and the Australian 22nd Brigade abandoned their positions, necessitating the
withdrawal of other units. By the 11th, February a mixture of the 15th Brigade and a special reserve
battalion, commanded by Brigadier General Coates (Rowland had been serving under) soon realised
they were almost surrounded near Bukit Batok and so were forced into a deadly retreat as they
withdrew through a position known as ‘Sleepy Valley.’ Unbeknownst to the commanders, the Japanese
15th Division had already bypassed them and occupied the key positions of the proposed line of
retreat. This left the vital positioning of Bukit Timah village exposed and vulnerable in imminent danger,
and the retreating allied soldiers were essentially indefensible. The result was a massacre: out of the
1500 men, 1100 soldiers lost their lives in ‘Sleepy Valley.’

Rowland was initially reported missing and so perhaps a letter reached Hedley, Clare and Marcelle only
for their glimmer of hope to be snatched from them as it was finally declared he would never return.
Rowland was officially reported killed in action in Singapore on February 11th 1942, but we do not
know exactly what happened to him in his final moments, perhaps he was lost in Sleepy valley like so
many others. A body for Rowland was never recovered and so he is commemorated on the Singapore
Memorial to the Missing.

Sydney lived to the age of 82, dying in Devon. Sydney lost every member of his family unit spending
decades without them, losing his brother at only 34 years of age, to war. Though there is a heritage
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marker at the top of Bukit Batok Hill and another at Bukit Timah Hill, with a secondary school and
condominium park occupying the site where the brutal destruction of lives happened, most people do
not know about these haunting battles sites.

In 2017, we heard from Tony Guavain, son of Rowland. Tony confessed to our Headmaster, that whilst
the majority of his father’s war story died when his mother died, as war stories often do, he revealed at
some stage his father ‘was a Sikh fighting in Ethiopia; later he went to the Indian staff college and
Quetta,’ where Tony was born in 1941. Tony recalled how when his mother was notified her husband
was missing in action, presumed dead, she was told to ‘pack up and take the troop ship with me back
to England.’ That must have been a devastating journey as mother and son, both shaped with new
identities since the last time they boarded a ship, hand in hand travelling back to England knowing for
one of them, they would never know their father with barely enough memories for her mother to share
with her son about his father’s bond with him, and the other, newly widowed, a single mother, alone
and overwhelmed as a new life awaited them both upon their return.

As it happens, Tony went on to serve in the ‘West Kents’ as an officer and professional soldier following
the war, ending his career as a colonel. Inspired perhaps by his father’s tales of ‘derring- do’…

And as a further footnote – he remains very good friends with Rowly Pillman (who was also in the
‘West Kents’) whose great-uncles Bobby and Cherry (who lived in Sidcup and attended Merton Court)
both played Rugby for England. Bobby is one of our First World War ‘Lost Boys.’
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