Casualties and the Imperial
War Graves Commission

In the First World War, the total number of casualties was horrendous. In the UK alone, the latest military death toll estimates are just under 900,000. France, with a smaller
population, lost almost 1.4 million. Russia lost 2.2 million, Italy 651,000, Romania 335,000 and Serbia 365,000. The total allied death toll was over 6 million. The German Empire
lost 2 million, Austria-Hungary 1.5 million, Ottoman Empire 771,000 and Bulgaria 87,000. These figures include service deaths attributable to disease (as caused the deaths of
several of our servicemen), who are treated as a casualty of war without distinction, since if they had not have been in that place at that time, they would not have caught the
disease which killed them. As a percentage of the population, UK military deaths represented approximately 2%. The population of St Endellion in 1911 was 1,049, so our
casualties represented 3% of the population, half as much again as the national percentage.

Prior to the First World War, little thought was given to casualties and it may have been down to local populations to
bury the fallen in mass graves, typically with only officers receiving any memorial. This changed through the driving
force of one man, Fabian Ware. He was too old for service, but became commander of a small British Red Cross team
in France. He was struck that there was no mechanism for documenting or marking graves. Such graves were often
with makeshift wooden crosses, and the tides of war frequently obliterated such transient markers. Ware set up an
organisation within the Red Cross, the importance of which was soon given official recognition and eventually
transferred to the British Army as the Graves Registration Commission.

The great numbers of casualties soon swamped municipal graveyards, and Ware began negotiating for the purchase
of land for use in perpetuity as military cemeteries. His unit was continually reminding padres of their duty to bury the
dead in proper cemeteries, but with the best will in the world, burial in the midst of the hell that is war could not be
carried out with the same process and reverence of a quiet country churchyard and some had to be placed in
makeshift temporary graves. Recording these was not without dangers. One of the unit’s officers, Captain John Doran
Macdonald, had been killed in 1916 by shellfire as he was erecting crosses on the Ypres to Menin road. In 1916 a
small booklet The Care of the Dead was produced to reassure relatives that their loved ones had received a proper
burial. Many enquiries and requests for photographs of graves were received from relatives. They were still a small
unit, and did their best to respond but were in danger of becoming overwhelmed.

In 1917 Edward, Prince of Wales (/later Edward VIII), himself an ex-soldier, became the president of the National
Committee for the Care of Soldiers’ Graves, which was intended to take over the work after the war. Ware felt a more
international body was needed and, with the help of the Prince of Wales, submitted a memorandum to set up what
became the Imperial War Graves Commission. No sooner had the war ended than a report was presented to the
commission setting out how it was envisioned it would proceed.

Two main elements of the report were that bodies should not be repatriated and that memorials should be of a uniform
design regardless of class or rank. Top architects were to be commissioned to design the cemeteries and their
memorials. The two principal memorials were to be the Cross of Sacrifice, with a bronze sword affixed to emphasise
the military character, and the cross for the religious affiliation of the majority of the dead, and larger cemeteries with

over 400 graves were to have the Stone of Remembrance, inscribed Their name liveth for evermore.
A temporary grave marker in the DCLI museum

Rudyard Kipling, whose own son had been lost in the war
with no known grave, wrote an article in The Times on the
proposals, which was subsequently published as an
illustrated booklet The Graves of the Fallen. This wider
publicity generated a storm, particularly the decision not to
repatriate the dead. Apart from the logistical nightmare, the
commission had evidence that the soldiers themselves had
consistently expressed the wish to be buried with their
colleagues should they fall. Others opposed the principle of
uniform design, as relatives who could afford it should be
able to have their own choice of memorial. The commission
were concerned that the wealthy might erect conspicuous
memorials to honour their son’s sacrifice above others, no
doubt considering that each had made an equal sacrifice of
everything they had to give. There were some aggressive
newspaper adverts talking of the Commission’s ‘tyranny’ and

refusal to listen.

Stone of Remembrance . : : :
The issue was eventually debated in Parliament, with strong

words on both sides. One opponent considered the poor were ‘t0o generous to rob their fellow sufferers of the solace of the
individual memorial because they themselves cannot afford to erect one’. Some considered that great deeds do not depend on
memorials in stone. That great orator Winston Churchill, who had himself fought in the war, closed the debate. Referring to the
Stones of Remembrance designed by Edwin Lutyens, he said these would exist in 2,000 years, when they would ‘preserve the
Cross of Sacrifice memory of a common purpose pursued by a great nation in the remote past and will undoubtedly excite the wonder and the
reverence of future generations’. With overwhelming support in the house for the commission’s proposals, no doubt reflecting the
vast majority of public opinion, Churchill asked for this sensitive issue to be decided without a vote, upon which the amendment was withdrawn and the commission could go
forward in its mammoth task.

The individual headstone was uniform, with the regimental badge, name rank and number, age and date of death and incised with a simple cross. A degree of personalisation
was permitted by allowing relatives to add a line. Initially there was a charge, but this may be beyond the reach of the poor and was later dropped in favour of a voluntary
payment. We know Richard and Cybella Prout took up this option, as the stone of their son, Cyril Richard Prout, is inscribed with the simple words ‘At Rest’. Many bodies were
unidentified, and for these the phrase ‘A Soldier of the Great War’ and ‘Known unto God’ were on the stone. There were a great many casualties with no known grave, but these
were to be remembered with their names being inscribed on the walls of the cemetery. In some of the larger ones such walls contain tens of thousands of names of those lost in
the area over a period of perhaps just a few months.

The task of building the cemeteries began in 1920 with three experimental cemeteries in France. The architects created a walled cemetery with uniform headstones in a garden
setting. The best advice on plants was sought from Kew Gardens and advice on the garden design from Gertrude Jeykll. The logistics of carving hundreds of thousands of grave
stones, each taking about a week, were daunting, not least in finding the necessary stone masons. By the end of the 1920s, the majority of work had been done, although the
last cemetery at Villers-Bretonneux was not completed until 1938 and stone masons were still working on the Menin Gate when the Germans invaded Belgium in 1940.

The work of maintenance is never ending, but the building work in France was generally considered complete over 50 years ago. The finding of a previously undiscovered mass
grave of 250 soldiers, principally Australian casualties and perhaps including our own George Honey, in Fromelles during 2008 meant a new cemetery was commissioned, which
opened in 2010.

In 1960 the commission changed its name to the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. It is now responsible for the graves of 1.7 million commonwealth service men buried
at over 23,000 separate sites in 153 countries. It is a non-governmental organisation funded by the member states, United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, India and
South Africa.

Since the earliest days, documentation was crucial, and most still survives, with much available to view at the
Commonwealth War Graves Commission website. Here are some documents relating to the First World War
Commonwealth War graves at St Endellion churchyard; Richard Saundry, William Josiah Blake and sailors
from the SS Armenian, most unknown, whose bodies were brought in to Port Isaac at the end of June 1915.

Grave Registration Report Form

Headstone Schedules for the contract of inscriptions required.
The families of Richard Saundry and William Blake had already erected their own headstone so these are
noted as not included in the contract

Working copy of the Register of Graves
Note that unknown SS Armenian sailors are also
buried at St Minver and St Enodoc
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