Newbridge War Memorial

Cpl. Henry Charles Birt

1/2rd Monmouthshire Regiment

www.newbridgewarmemorial.co.uk



Newbridge War Memorial

Cpl. Henry Charles Birt - 1/27d Monmouthshire Rgt.

Commemorated on Newbridge War Memorial as H.Birt 2nd Mons.
Commemorated on Celynen Collieries Roll of Honour
Commemorated on the Thiepval Memorial to the Missing of the Somme

Family

Henry Charles Birt was born in Gloucester in 1889, the son of Josiah & Susan Birt. Soon after his birth
the family moved to the Newbridge area where at least four of his siblings Alice, Gladys, John and
Frederick were born.

In 1909 Henry married Florence Sarah Long and by 1911 they were living at 18 Blaen Blodau St.
Newbridge with their child Violet Susan Mary Birt (12/01/1911). Their second child William Henry
Birt was born on 12/09/1913.

After Henry’s death in January 1917 Florence was awarded a pension of 24/2d a week for herself and
their two children.

At the end of 1918 Florence married John Robert Dyke.

Military

Henry Charles Birt joined the 274 Bn. Monmouthshire Regiment TF but deferred his terms of
engagement, subsequently signing his Attestation at Crumlin on 30t June 1914.

Following the declaration of war on 4th August the Regulars, Reservists and Territorials were put on a
war footing and the 24 Mons. TF took up their war station at Pembroke Dock. It should be
remembered that the Territorial Force was intended for home defence so the posting to defend
Pembroke Dock is not as strange as it may seem!

On 10t August the battalion entrained for Oswestry where the training took on a more serious note
when Colonel Cuthbertson gave a lecture asking men to sign up for foreign service, as Territorials
signed up for home service only. Soon after signing the “pledge’, as it was known, the battalion
boarded trains for Northampton on 20t August 1914 where they were to continue their training until
29th September when they were moved again, this time to East Anglia, just north of Ipswich. They
were to assist in the digging of defences against a German invasion but only a day later they were on
their way back to Northampton to prepare for active service.

The official battalion history commented:

To be selected as one of the first Territorial battalions to reinforce the hard tried remnants of the
original Expeditionary Force was a signal honour, which is eloquent of the highest state of efficiency to
which Colonel Cuthbertson had brought to the 2" Monmouthshires.

Many other Territorial units were destined to remain in training in the UK for many months so it was,
indeed, an honour to be one of the first although there was to be another month getting used to new
kit before moving to the front.

On 5t November 1914 the 2nd Mons. boarded the troop ship ‘Manchester Importer” at Southampton
docks and set sail for Le Havre in France to join 12th Brigade, 4th Division.
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In all 30 officers and 984 other ranks embarked, amongst them
were five men who were destined to be commemorated on the
Newbridge War Memorial.

Pte. Henry Charles Birt (2120)

Pte. Frederick Hillier (2134)

L/Cpl. Jonathan Jackson M.M. (1966)
Pte. John Parker (2068)

L/Cpl. William Caleb Roberts (1270)

The five men undoubtedly knew each other as they would have
worked together in the Celynen collieries, trained together at
Crumlin Drill Hall and they all lived within a few yards of each
other.

Henry Birt, Jonathan Jackson and William Roberts all lived in
Blaen-Blodau Street, Frederick Hillier lived in the next street -
Torlais Street and John Parker 100 yards away in Grove Street.

The 1/27d Mons. spent the winter of 1914-15 engaged in trench warfare near to Armentiéres and then
took part in the Second Battle of Ypres in April and May 1915 fighting alongside the 1/1st and 1/3d
Mons. The losses in the three battalions were so great that all three were temporarily amalgamated
until July 1915 when the 1/2nd was brought back up to strength and was able to resume its own
identity.

On 30t January 1916 the Battalion left the 4th Division and moved to the Lines of Communication.
Subsequently, on 1st May 1916, they were transferred as the Pioneer Battalion on to the 29th Division
who had just arrived from Egypt, a role which they were to occupy during the Somme Offensive and
then on to the end of the war.

As a result of a December 1914 Army Order, each of the BEF's Divisions was allotted a Pioneer
Battalion that would be devoted to various types of labouring work. The tough coal miners who
made up the great majority of the Monmouthshire Regiment were soon seen as the ideal men for the
task and Welsh coal miners became well respected for their ability with both the pick and the rifle.

On the night of 27/28th January
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As the evening went on the Germans pounded the men of the 1/27d Mons. as they worked
desperately to dig trenches in ground which was frozen solid to a depth of eighteen inches. Firstly
“B” Coy (under Capt. A. L. Coppock) was targeted between 7pm to 9pm as they dug the right
Communications Trench and then the German artillery fire was directed onto the left
Communications Trench where “C” Coy and one platoon of “D” Coy (under Capt. J. T. George) were

digging.

It is testament to the heroic actions of Henry Charles Birt and his comrades that night that no less than
four were awarded the Military Medal for acts of conspicuous bravery. The following appeared in the
Battalion War Diary on 4th February 1917

Information had been received that the following Military Medals had been

avardedt--{" i "f“"‘“t‘m\/'\ S E_ o LE TRANSLOY, 1~/le£ Jornenany 1Y

No. 1319 SGT CHARLES GRIFFITHS, 1/2nd MONMOUTHSHIRE REGIMENT

No.3180,

1 W467 3/ME63;7

No. £898

No. 1%18 »

Who was acting ae Platoon Commender, and by his devotion to duty
and courage on the night in question kept his men in good epirite
in spite of considerable casualties due to heavy shelling. He aset
an excellent example which was of t“e greatest assistance to his
corpany commander -

L/CPL ROBERT JAMEE POLE, 1/2nd MONMOUTHSHIRE REGIMENT

Who wae working at the northern end of the left C.T. near LANDSTURM
TRENCH. BHe worked continously without cover on an exceptionally
difficult piece of work to prevent 1t falling behind owing to the
hard ground, in splite of heavimg shelling experianced at the time.
He showed particular courage on this occasion, and at all times

“ha# displayéd'a grekt’ devotion to duty.

L/OFL; THOMAS ROSE, 1/2nd MONMOUTHSHIRE REGT

During an intense borbardment a shell hit the trench and killed
and buried his platoon sergeant abd several other men. 1./CPL

ROSE at once got hold of a small party and by his energy and
coolnees got them quickly to work and dug out two of his gomradea
who had been wounded and buried. Later in ths evening wag
particularly conspicuoue by hls coolnees in carrying on his work
and his good example was of greaf assistance in keeping his
comrades steady.

PTE JOHN LEVIS, 1/2nd MONMOUTEEKEIRE REGIMTNT.

Yho showed great devotion to duty. During ths enemy's bombardment
Fe was wounded by & piece of shrapnel. After being bandaged up he
requested permission to go on with his work, ard he accordingly
finished nia task in splls of his wound. Ths loss of a man would
have meant & plece of trench not being dug through, and it was
due to PTE LEWIS's determination that his particular bit was

completed-

The shelling of 27-28th January resulted in 15 Other Ranks being wounded and 13 killed. Henry
Charles Birt was one of those killed by shell fire, his body was never recovered and he is now
commemorated on the Thiepval Monument to the Missing of the Somme.
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The War Diary entry for 30 January 1917 details a letter received by Colonel Bowen from Lieut
General The Earl of Cavan commending the work of the Battalion on the night of 27/28% and

expressing his regret about the losses incurred - Charles Henry Birt’s untimely death had not gone
un-noticed.

WAR DIARY

mnee i
rd'l ) INTELLIGENCE SUMMARY.

(Hlrase heading not required.)

Summary of Fvents and Information

the XIV Corps Commander, Lieut General The Rarl of CAVARN By CeBiey MV 0.

Bear Col. Bowen,

I must write you one line of hearty congratulation on
the spendld work of your Battalion in wiring and consolidating
the position gained on 27th inst.

I much regret your losses from shell fire, but the spirit
and determination shown by all ranks under the spnirited leadership
of yourself and your offlcers was worthy of the very highest traditions.

Please accept my most sincere thanks.
Yours sincersly,
CAVAN, Lieut Gen.
Jan 30th 19017 Cmdg ¥R XIV Corps

ZAes Ly .
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