FARNDON DURING THE FIRST WORLD WAR
Remembering the Men of Farndon

Private JOHN SHAW
50255 ‘D’ Company, 9th Battalion Cheshire Regiment
Formerly 2202 3rd Cheshire Yeomanry
Died of Wounds 30 July 1917

John Shaw was the son of Walter and Elizabeth Ann Shaw of Crewe Hall, a large farm in Crewe-byFarndon, a hamlet just to the south of Farndon village in Cheshire. His father and grandfather, John
Francis (from Puddington), had originally farmed in Tattenhall, where Walter was born, but they
moved to Crewe Hall in the 1870s. Although Walter had older sisters, as the oldest son, he took over
the running of Crewe Hall in the 1890s when his father retired when well into his seventies (he died
in 1911 aged 90). Walter and his wife Elizabeth soon started a family, and as eldest son with six
brothers and sisters, John would, no doubt, have taken over the farm from his father, had the war
not interrupted domestic life. On Sundays, the family attended the nearby Crewe-by-Farndon
Primitive Methodist Chapel, which had been built in 1858, and still serves the community today.
When the war came, John continued his work looking after the dairy herd on the farm, but when
conscription was introduced in January 1916, he set off for Chester to enlist, where he signed up on
29 February 1916. He was posted as Private 2202 into the 3rd Cheshire Yeomanry, but was not
mobilised until 19 June, after which he was put through the usual period of intense training. In
November, he was transferred to the 4th Reserve Battalion of the Cheshire Regiment, which was
making preparations to leave for France and to bolster depleted Cheshire battalions. Embarkation
was at Southampton on 7 December 1916, arriving at Rouen the following day. By 21 December
1916 John had been posted to the 9th Cheshires, which had been in various actions from mid-1915,
including several months on the Somme, and losing a great many men in the process. The battalion
had been involved early on in the battle, suffering over 300 casualties in 4 days, initially attacking at
night near La Boiselle without reconnaissance, where every shell hole held a dead or wounded man.

Census 1881
The family of John Francis Shaw – grandfather of Private John Shaw.
John’s father Walter is shown aged 16.

Census 1891
The family of John Francis Shaw – still farming at 70.

Census 1901
The family of Walter Shaw – John is aged 8.

Census 1911
The family of Walter Shaw – John is aged 18.

The birth certificate of John Shaw

Modern view of Crewe Hall Farm

Map of Farndon Parish and the hamlet of Crewe-by-Farndon c.1895

Map of Farndon Parish and the hamlet of Crewe-by-Farndon c.1895
Close-up of Crewe Hall Farm. The Methodist Chapel is marked ‘Meth.Chap.’ in Crewe (centre top).

Modern map of Farndon with the hamlet of Crewe-by-Farndon bottom right.
The farm is marked ‘Crewe Hall’.

Modern map of Farndon with the hamlet of Crewe-by-Farndon bottom right.
The farm is marked ‘Hall’ to the left of Kingslee.

Crewe-by-Farndon Methodist Chapel today

Shaw ancestry beginning with John’s grandfather, John Francis Shaw, bottom left

Shaw ancestry, showing John Shaw, centre left

The family of John Shaw’s mother, Elizabeth Proudlove, centre left

Brief ancestry tree of Walter Shaw, bottom right , John’s father

John Shaw’s Attestation Form from his Soldier’s Record

But now the 9ths had been pulled out, and were now on their way north, to the Ypres Salient in
Belgium. Only weeks after arrival early in 1917, John had a few bouts of illness commencing with
being laid low with severe influenza on 18 March, which him being moved behind the lines via the
High Casualty Clearing Station to No. 11 General Hospital at Dannes-Camiers. On 8 April, he was then
diagnosed with having ‘Trench Fever’, a moderately serious
disease transmitted by body lice. This illness infected armies
in Flanders, France, Poland, Galicia, Italy, Salonika,
Macedonia, Mesopotamia, and Egypt in during the First
World War (three noted sufferers being the authors J.R.R.
Tolkien, A. A. Milne, and C.S. Lewis).
From 1915 to 1918, between one-fifth and one-third of all
British troops reported ill had trench fever while about onefifth of ill German and Austrian troops also had the disease.
Until the final year of the war it baffled doctors and
researchers. Chief symptoms of the disease were headaches, skin rashes,
inflamed eyes and leg pains. As the symptoms resembled typhoid and
influenza, it may have been Trench Fever John was suffering from all along
and not the latter. Patients tended to recover after some five or six days,
although as in John’s case, prolonged hospitalisation amounting to several
weeks was common, as were relapses after intervals of several days. But of
course, this was a serious illness with respect to its effect on military
capability, and the authorities were therefore very keen to determine the
root of the problem. In 1918, it was identified as excretions from lice,
affecting all trenches: Rickettsia quintana. The disease was transmitted via
the bites of body lice and was chiefly prevalent on the warmer Western and
Italian Fronts. Medical staff believed John’s recovery would take longer
and moved him to the base hospital in Rouen via Havre, where he arrived
on 14 April. John stayed there, slowly recovering, until he was posted back
to his unit in the field on 9 May. He was now thrown back into the intense
preparations for what would be the Battle of Messines on the Ypres Salient in Belgium.

So well-known was the problem, that the issue was even made fun of in numerous postcards

Picking out the lice from under shirt seams

THE BATTLE OF MESSINES

The 9th Battalion, Cheshire’s, would be attacking from the British lines on the left through
Hollandscheshuur Farm (below) and Wytschaete

Battles of Messines Ridge, 7 June–14 June 1917
In fact, preparations had been going on for some time: for the previous 18 months, soldiers had
worked to place nearly 1 million pounds of explosives in tunnels under the German positions. The
tunnels extended to some 2,000 feet in length, and some were as much as 100 feet below the surface
of the ridge, where the Germans had long since been entrenched. This was to be a major Allied
offensive, designed to break the grinding stalemate on the Western Front in World War I, and it was
intended to occupy the high ridgeway running from Armentieres to Dixmude, from which the German
Army overlooked the Allied positions in the Ypres Salient. There had been months of work - roadmaking, improved water supply, installing dressing stations, aid posts, telephone exchanges, machine
gun emplacements, together with miles of communication and assembly trenches. Cheshire
battalions, including the 10ths, 11ths, 13ths and the 9ths - John’s battalion - had all been involved in
aspects of the work.
At 3:10 a.m. on June 7, 1917, a series of simultaneous explosions rocked the area; with some
witnesses saying the blast was heard as far away as London. A German observer wrote later,
‘nineteen gigantic roses with carmine petals, or enormous mushrooms, rose up slowly and
majestically out of the ground and then split into pieces with a mighty roar, sending up multicoloured columns of flame mixed with a mass of earth and splinters high in the sky.’

More than 10,000 Germans lost their lives in the explosions, and 7,000 more were taken prisoner too stunned and disoriented to fight off the assault. In all, nineteen huge underground mines,
containing over a million pounds (almost 500 tonnes) of explosives were detonated under the
Messines Ridge and the German lines. This was immediately followed up by an infantry attack
behind a creeping barrage, with tanks and gas to capture the enemy lines on the ridge. In fact, they
successfully reached their objective – the second line of German trenches, which they captured and
dug in to consolidate the new British front line.
Several Cheshire battalions had taken part in the attack. The 10ths had jumped off from Martin
Trench at 3.15am after their issue of tea and rum. The leading left-hand company captured Hell
Farm, but behind them, the next company wave was counter-attacked from Hell Wood, which was
described in the Cheshire Regimental History as ‘A grim struggle, in which our men gradually gained
the upper hand, and killed or captured all the German defenders of the wood and farm.’ Little
opposition was encountered as they captured the other objectives - Occur Trench, Occur Support
Trench, Nathan Drive and Styx Farm, taking fourteen machine guns and nearly 120 prisoners.
After leaving the safety of their trench , the 13th Cheshires joined the leaving waves of attacking
troops, but lost some direction due to the increasing cloud of dust and smoke that hung over the
battlefield. Despite this, the leading companies swept over the German front line and pressed on to
also take the second line trenches by 3.17am, capturing two machine guns along the way.
The 11th Cheshires were waiting nervously in Durham Trench from 1am, which intensified as they
heard the other battalions going over the top and heading off towards the ridge. It was not until
6.50am before they were called out to support the next wave. In the meantime, they had undergone
shelling with several casualties. As they joined the attack, and reaching the until top of the
Messines Ridge, they came under machine gun fire from the left and from German positions at Lumm
Farm, but bravely they pushed on towards the second line objective which they secured by 9am.
They took many prisoners, four field guns and a machine gun, while some of their company pushed
on to attack Despagne Farm. In the confusion of the battle, they had miscalculated and had gone
ahead of their own artillery barrage, and were quickly ordered to take cover into the nearest shell
hole. Most of the men survived, the position around the Farm had been consolidated.

The route of the 9th Cheshire’s, diagonally from the British lines top left to the German lines marked in red
bottom right. Three mines had been detonated right in front of them at Hollandcheshuur Farm, enlarged below.

Above: Modern aerial view of the previous trench map showing the route of the 9th Cheshire’s.
The three mine craters are clearly visible around Hollandcheshuur Farm, now filled with water.
Red Chateau, later rebuilt, is bottom right.
Below: Close up of Hollandcheshuur Farm

Above: Walking through the ruins of Wytschaete village after the Battle of Messines
Below: Captured German trenches on the Messines Ridge

Above: Captured German trenches and enemy soldiers on the Messines Ridge
Below: Aerial reconnaissance of the same area after the Battle of Messines
Below:

Hollandscheschuur Farm Flanders WW1
The three mines detonated here on the 7th June 1917, first day of the battle
of Messines Ridge. Total weight of explosives = 42,000 lbs (18.75 Tons). The
blue lines indicate the tunnels dug to the mine chambers.
"Beneath Flanders Fields" ISBN 1-86227-237-9

Above: Trench map of the area attacked by the Cheshires.
Hollandcheshuur Farm is centre left and the Oosttaverne farms bottom right
Below: Aerial reconnaissance of the same area after the Battle of Messines
Below:

Modern map of the area south of the Somme (top right – Beaumont Hamel-Peronne),
showing location of Rouen (Base Hospital No.2 and St Sever Cemetery) bottom left.
Below:

Meanwhile the 9th Battalion, Cheshire Regiment, including John Shaw, were nearby, serving with the
19th Division near the Hollandscheschurr Farm mines. By 12.45am they were ready to jump off, and
as the War Diary noted, ‘The men were very crowded in the trenches but silence was well
maintained.’ For almost three hours they waited, taking on a last drop of rum to fire them up for
the impending assault. The mines exploded at 3.10 and still they waited as the first wave went over.
They were now being hit by enemy shelling and fifteen men were killed before they were out of their
trenches. Then the whistles blew at 3.30 am and they were into No-Man’s Land, ‘A’ and ‘B’
Companies taking the lead, but again in the confusion, some sections lost direction. The gaps were
filled by the second wave moving up, who on reaching the ridge, leap-frogged the troops holding
German front line, taking the second line objective by 4.50am, where many Germans were killed or
captured in the process. They rested up before reorganising and digging in a new front line trench
in their captured section. This done, they moved forward again under cover of the artillery ‘creeping
barrage’, heading for their final objective at Onreat Wood. This secured and consolidated, food and
water rations were brought up to the men by mule train. At 1.45pm, the expected counter-attack
began, with about 600 Germans advancing on the Cheshires, in four waves. In less than thirty
minutes it was beaten off by intense rifle and Lewis gun fire, and finally dispersed by an artillery
barrage. Once clear, the 9ths moved on again in the afternoon, establishing a new line at
Ooosterverne which they held for two days.
The attack had been a complete success. Although Messines Ridge itself was a relatively limited
victory, it had a considerable effect. The Germans were forced to retreat to the east, a setback that
began their gradual but continuous loss of territory on the Western Front. It also secured the right
flank of the British advance towards control of the much-contested Ypres Salient, which, in fact, was
the overall object of the offensive from 1917 onwards. This continued over the coming months into
the horror of Passchendaele, launched on 31 July as the Third Battle of Ypres.
The Cheshire Battalions, 9th , 10th, 11th and 13th, had between them suffered a total of 86 fatalities,
but Private John Shaw had come through and survived the biggest battle of his life.
[It was later in the battle of Ypres that 2nd Lieutenant Hugh Colvin of the 9th Battalion Cheshire
Regiment, was to win a Victoria Cross. On 20 September 1917 east of Ypres, Belgium, when all the
other officers of his company and all but one in the leading company had become casualties, Second
Lieutenant Colvin took command of both companies and led them forward under heavy fire with great
success. He went with only two men to a dug-out, when he left the men on top, entered it alone and
brought out 14 prisoners. He then proceeded to clear other dug-outs, alone or with only one man,
capturing machine-guns, killing some of the enemy and taking a large number of prisoners. His citation
read “For conspicuous bravery in attack. When all other officers of his company and all but one of the
leading company had become casualties, he assumed command of both companies, and led them
with great dash and success. During the same attack he attacked several dug-outs, one of which
contained a machine gun. This he captured, and in all took about fifty prisoners single handed”. His
Victoria Cross is displayed at The Cheshire Regiment Museum in Chester. ]

In the days following the battle, and as further consolidation was made, the battalions were given a
break behind the lines. However, respite was to be short, and the Cheshires, including the 9ths with
John Shaw, were back in the front line at Onraet Wood on 17 July. Now in the ascendency and
taking the initiative to the enemy, ‘C’ Company was ordered to capture positions known as Junction
Buildings, about halfway between the Belgian villages of Hollebeke and Ooostaverne. War Diary
entries note the operation was very successful, with only two or three casualties, in spite of the
Cheshire’s front line taking a pounding from German artillery.
The following day on the 18th, it was the turn of ‘D’ Company - John Shaw’s unit - who took over the
captured position. But this was still contested ground, and they were under bombardment all day,
finally enduring the enemy attack at 9.40pm, resulting in the withdrawal of the 9ths. Three men

were missing, left behind in the mud, but this was going to be a long night. The Cheshire’s regrouped
and attempted a counter-attack but this failed. Into the early hours of the following morning, there
was no let-up, and the 9th Battalion of the Welch Regiment made a successful counter -attack, but by
6.30am, this was lost again and the British troops pulled back. It is thought that the Welch were
supported by two platoons of the 9th Cheshires in this last action, with the loss of 15 soldiers, but the
battalion War Diary is not clear on this.
Several of the 9ths who were wounded, were also captured by the Germans, some dying in captivity
and being buried behind German lines. John Shaw had avoided capture, but he had received
gunshot wounds to his right hip and leg in the action on the 18 July, and was recovered to safety
behind the British lines.
Nevertheless, he had been badly wounded, and was shipped out via the casualty clearing stations,
ending up in the Base Hospital miles away in Rouen, France. But, despite hanging on for twelve days
in his final desperate fight, he died in his hospital bed on 30 July 1917.
Like thousands of other men who came to be treated in Rouen but were too badly injured, he was
buried in the nearby cemetery of St Sever Cemetery. Sergeant Joseph Jones of Farndon, was also laid
to rest in this cemetery.

John Shaw’s Casualty Form from his Soldier’s Record

John Shaw’s Soldier’s Record showing the entry regarding his fatal wounds

John Shaw’s Soldier’s Record showing his movements and final entry

ST. SEVER CEMETERY EXTENSION, ROUEN
During the First World War, Commonwealth camps and hospitals were stationed on the southern
outskirts of Rouen. A base supply depot and the 3rd Echelon of General Headquarters were also
established in the city. Almost all of the hospitals at Rouen remained there for practically the whole
of the war. They included eight general, five stationary, one British Red Cross and one labour
hospital, and No. 2 Convalescent Depot. A number of the dead from these hospitals were buried in
other cemeteries, but the great majority were taken to the city cemetery of St. Sever. In September
1916, it was found necessary to begin an extension, where the last burial took place in April 1920.
During the Second World War, Rouen was again a hospital centre and the extension was used once
more for the burial of Commonwealth servicemen, many of whom died as prisoners of war during
the German occupation. The cemetery extension contains 8,346 Commonwealth burials of the First
World War (ten of them unidentified) and 328 from the Second World War (18 of them unidentified).
There are also 8 Foreign National burials here. The extension was designed by Sir Reginald Blomfield.
John Shaw’s Memorial Reference: P. II. E. 12B

Right: Plan of St Sever Cemetery
and St. Sever Cemetery Extension

St Sever Cemetery and St. Sever Cemetery
Extension are located within a large communal
cemetery situated on the eastern edge of the
southern Rouen suburbs of Le Grand Quevilly
and Le Petit Quevilly.

St Sever Cemetery and St. Sever Cemetery Extension

St Sever Cemetery and St. Sever Cemetery Extension

Memorial Plaque to John Shaw
Crewe-by-Farndon Methodist Chapel
(location shown on the right hand wall below)

Farndon War Memorial
Left: the memorial plaque located in the entrance hall in the
adjacent Memorial Hall (top left).

Above: Medal Card
Below: Service Medals (Victory Medal, and British Medal)
Memorial Plaque and Scrolls
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