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The Third Battle of Ypres  was launched on 31 July 1917 and 
continued until the fall of Passchendaele village on 6 November.   
The offensive resulted in gains for the Allies but ,  as always, what 
gains were made came at huge cost in human terms.  

This yearõs commemorations marking the 100 th  anniversary  of the 
Third Battle of Ypres will start on 30 th July with a public event 
staged at the Market Square at Ieper after the Last Post Ceremony 
at the Commonwealth War Grave Commissionõs (CWGC) Menin 
Gate Memorial. On 31st  July, a (ticket -only) event will take place 
in the afternoon at the Commonwealth War Graves Commissionõs 
Tyne Cot Cemetery.  

The most effective gas of the First World War was mustard gas . It 
was first used against the Allies in July 1917 prior to the Thi rd 
Battle of Ypres. Many of those who survived the gas attacks were 
scarred for life. Respiratory disease and failing eyesight were 
common post-war afflictions.  

The main air raids against England  started in January 1915. From 
then until the end of WW1 ove r 50 airship raids were launched on 
the United Kingdom. With the development of effective defensive 
measures airship raids became increasingly hazardous, and in 1917 
airships were largely replaced by aeroplanes.  

On Wednesday, May 24th, 2017, some 250 people including several 
branch members gathered to pay tribute to the airmen of the 
Lancaster JA712-BQ-H of 550 Squadron RAF that crashed near 
Rebecq, on May 28th, 1944.  

We report on the important annual Commemorations held on 7 th 
May at Hotton -sur-Ourthe  and La Roche-en-Ardenne , and on the 
annual Acts of Remembrance held on 24th June at the Waterloo 
Monument and British and Commonwealth Cemetery at Brussels 
Cemetery in Evere , .  

Following the end of the Napoleonic wars England experienced 
economic depression and political instability. Greg Ruthven  tells 
us about the Cato Street conspiracy , a plot to murder the British 
cabinet ministers in 1820, and about his  Great, Great, Great 
Grandfather, George Ruthven , one of the Bow Street Runners who 
arrested the conspirators . 

We hope you enjoy reading this edition of the Brussels Branch 
Newsletter and wish you all a very pleasant summer.  

Michael Whitburn, Newsletter coordinator  
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THE THIRD BATTLE OF YPRES 

The Third Battle of Ypres was launched on 31 July 1917 and continued until the fall of the 
village of Passchendaele on 6 November.  Though the offensive resulted in some gains for 
the Allies, the cost in human terms was, as always, disastrously high.  

Passchendaele was to be the final great battle of attrition of the war.  

Once the French Nivelle Offensive had ended in disastrous failure in May  1917 (see April 
Newsletter), and with mutiny spreading through the French army, General D. Haig de cided 
to press ahead with plans for a major British offensive in late summer.  

The ostensible aim of the campaign was the destruction of German submarine bases on the 
Belgian coast. 

British Prime Minister David Lloyd George was opposed to the Passchendaele offensive, but 
in the absence of a credible alternative he felt obliged to go along with Haig's plans.  

On 18 July, a heavy preliminary artillery bombardment was effected for ten days prior to 
the launch of the attack.   Three thousand guns expended four and a quarter million shells.  

Thus, when the attack was launched at 03:50 on 31 July across an 18 -km front, the 
element of surprise was totally missing and the German Fourth Army was in place to hold 
off the main British advance along the Menin Road , and the Allies were  restricted to fairly 
small gains to the left of the line around Pilckem Ridge.   

British attempts to renew the offensive over the course of the next few days were 
severely hampered by the onset of heavy rains, the heaviest in 30 years, which soon 
churned t he lowland soil into a thick muddy swamp. Ironically, the preliminary 
bombardment had destroyed the drainage systems, exacerbating the problem.  

 
    Australian soldiers near Hooge in the Ypres salient  

Haig, by now certain that the German army was approach ing collapse, decided to continue 
the offensive towards Passchendaele Ridge some ten kilometres from Ypres.  

Little progress was made at the Battle of Poelcappelle and First Battle of Passchendaele, 
on 9 October and 12 October respectively.  

 

 

 

Consequently, there could be no 
renewed major offensive until 16 
August, when the Battle of 
Langemarck saw four days of fierce 
fighting, resulting in small gains 
and heavy casualties for the 
British.  

The attacks began afresh on 20 
September with  the Battle of the 
Menin Road Bridge.  This was 
followed by the Battle of Polygon 
Wood on 26 September and the 
Battle of Broodseinde on 4 
October.   Taken together these 
established British possession of 
the ridge east of Ypres.  
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The Allied attackers were themselves nearing exhaustion as German reserves released from 
the Eastern Front poured into the ridge.    

Unwilling to concede that the breakthrough had failed, Haig pressed on with a further three 
assaults on the ridge in late Oc tober.   The eventual capture of the village of Passchendaele 
by British and Canadian forces on 6 November finally gave Haig an excuse to call off the 
offensive and claim success. 

The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) had incurred some 310,000 casualties; German 
casualties numbered 260,000.  The salient had been extended by just a few kilometres.  

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Passchendaele  

CHEMICAL WARFARE DURING WW1 

Gas! GAS! Quick, boys! ñ An ecstasy of fumbling,  
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;  
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling,  
And flound'ring like a man in fire or lime  ...  
Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light,  
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.  
In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,  
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.  

Wilfred Owen, "Dulce et Decorum", 1917ל  

The most widely reported and perhaps most effective gas of the First World War was mustard 
gas. It was introduced by Germany in July 1917 prior to the Third Battle of Ypres. The 
Germans marked their shells yellow for mustard gas and green for chlorine and phosgene; 
hence they called the new gas Yellow Cross. It was known to the British as HS (Hun Stuff ), 
while the French called it Yperite  (named after Ypres).   

Mustard gas is not a particularly effective killing agent (though in high enough doses it is 
fatal ),  but it can be used to harass and disable the enemy and pollute the battlefield. 
Delivered in artillery shells, mustard gas was heavier than air, and it settled to the ground as 
an oily liquid. Once in the soil, mustard gas remained active for several da ys, weeks, or even 
months, depending on the weather conditions.  

The skin of victims of mustard gas blistered, their eyes became very sore and they began to 
vomit. Mustard gas caused internal and external bleeding and attacked the bronchial tubes, 
strippin g off the mucous membrane. This was extremely painful. Fatally injured victims 
sometimes took four or five weeks to die of mustard gas exposure.  

One nurse wrote: "I wish those people who talk about going on with this war whatever it 
costs could see the soldiers suffering from mustard gas poisoning. Great mustard -coloured 
blisters, blind eyes, all sticky and stuck together, always fighting for breath, with voices a 
mere whisper, saying that their throats are closing and they know they will choke."  

The polluting nature of mustard gas meant that it was not always suitable for supporting an 
attack as the assaulting infantry would be exposed to the gas when they advanced.  

Gas never reproduced the dramatic success of 22 April 1915; however, it became a standard  
weapon which, combined with conventional artillery, was used to support most attacks in 
the later stages of the war.  

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Passchendaele
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 Shells on display at Passchendaele museum, Zonnebeke 

Germany was unable to keep up with this pace  despite creating various new gases for use in 
battle . Entry into the war by the United States allowed the Allies to increase mustard gas 
production far more than Germany. Also the prevailing wind on the Western Front wa s 
blowing from west to east, which meant the British more frequently had favourable 
conditions for a gas release than did the Germans.  

 
Australian infantry wearing Small Box Respirators, Ypres,  
 September 1917 

 

 
The British Army believed that the 
use of gas was needed, but did not 
use mustard gas until November 1917 
at Cambrai, after their armies had 
captured a stockpile of German 
mustard-gas shells. It took the British 
more than a year to develop their 
own mustard gas weapon.  

The Allies mounted more gas attacks 
than the Germans in 1917 and 1918 
because of a marked increase in 
production of gas from the Allied 

nations.  

Mustard gas did not need to be 
inhaled to be effective ñ any contact 
with skin was to cause massive 
blisters. Higher concentrations could 
burn flesh to the bone. It was 
particularly effective against the soft 
skin of the eyes, nose, armpits and 
groin, since it dissolved in the natural 
moisture of those areas. Typical 
exposure would result in swelling of 
the eyelids, forc ing them closed and 
rendering the victim temporarily 
blind. Where it contacted the skin, 
moist red patches would immediately 
appear which after 24 hours would 
have formed into blisters. Other 
symptoms included severe headache, 
elevated pulse and temperatur e 
(fever), and pneumonia (from 
blistering in the lungs).  

Many of those who survived a gas 
attack were scarred for life. 
Respiratory disease and failing 
eyesight were common post-war 
afflictions.  

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/
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AIR RAIDS AGAINST ENGLAND DURING WW1 

Although bombing raids were carried out or  attempted during W orld War I  on other fronts, the 
best-known German campaign during WW1 was the campaign against England. The main 
campaign started in January 1915 using airships. From then until the end of WW1 the German 
Navy and Army mounted over 50 bombing raids on the UK. These were generally referred to as 
"Zeppelin raids". Although both Zeppelin and Schütte -Lanz airships were used, the Zeppelin 
company was much better known and was responsible for producing the majority of the 
airships used. Weather conditions and night flying conditions made airship navigation and 
maintaining bombing accuracy difficult. Bombs were often dropped miles off target (one raid 
on London actually bombed Hull) and accurate targeting of military installations was 
impossible. The civilian casualties made the Zeppel ins an object of hatred, and airships  were 
dubbed òbaby-killersó. With the development of effective defensive measures airship raids 
became increasingly hazardous, and in 1917 airships were largely replaced by aeropla nes. 

 

British propaganda postcard depicting the end of a  
zeppelin over Britain in September 1917  

 

 

 

 

Although the military effect of the raids 
was small, they did cause widespread 
alarm, leading to the diversion of 
substantial resources from the Western 
Front and some disruption to industrial 
production. The defence organisation 
developed by the British w as an important 
precursor of the fighter direction system 
that would later prove vital in winning the 
Battle of Britain.  

Airships made about 51 bombing raids on 
England during WW1. These killed 557 and 
injured another 1,358 people. More than 
5,000 bombs were dropped on towns 
across Britain, causing £1.5 million in 
damage. Eighty-four airships took part, of 
which 30 were either shot down or lost in 
accidents. Aeroplanes carried out 27 raids, 
dropping 246,774 lb (111,935 kg) of bombs 
for the loss of 62 aircr aft, resulting in 
ground casualties of 835 dead, 1,972 
injured and £1,418,272 of material 
damage.  

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/
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COMMEMORATIVE EVENT AT THE REBECQ MEMORIAL 

 

On Wednesday, May 24th, 2017, some 250 people including a number of Brussels Branch 
members gathered to pay tribute to the airmen of the Lancaster JA712 -BQ-H of 550 
Squadron RAF that crashed near Rebecq, on May 28th, 1944.  

The participants were also there  to honour the memory of the civilians who were 
arrested, imprisoned and deported to Germany for hiding surviving airmen.  
The ceremony was jointly organised by the Association du Mémorial de Rebecq (A.M.R.) 
and Military Command of the Province of the Wall oon Brabant. The troops were under the 
command of Chief Warrant Officer Benoî t  Vanheeswyck.  

The military honours were bestowed by the 5th Medical Intervention  Unit of Nivelles 
under the command of Warrant Officer Genot; the music was played by the Musique 
Royale des Guides, under the direction of Warant  Chief Officer and conductor, Dirk 
Acquet.  

There were speeches by Mr Gilbert Beeckmans, President of the A.M.R. , and Mr Jack 
Harris, President of 550 Squadron RAF North Killingholme. Jack Harris was presented with 
drawings by the pupils of Saint -Géry primary school. 

 Wreaths were laid and two minutesõ silence were observed as the victims of the recent 
terrorist attack in Manchester were remembered.  

 The commemoration ended with the playing of the national an thems. 

Source: Association du Mémorial de Rebecq 
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THE BRITISH IN THE BATTLE OF THE BULGE 

On 16 December 1944, at 5.30 am, on a cold and foggy morning, from Monschau to Echternach, 
began the Battle of the Bulge also known as the Battle of the Ardennes or Von Rundstedt 
Offensive. 

Some 55,000 British Army troops, including the 1st Canadian Parachute Battalion, participated 
in the Battle.  

The general counter -offensive began in terrible weather conditions on 3 January 1945.  

Battalions of the 6 th Airborne Division, supported by tanks of the Fife and Forfar Yeomanry 
Regiment and 23rd Hussars, were the first to become involved. After three days and three 
nights of intensive fighting and heavy losses, the men of the 13 th Lancashire Battalion liberated 
the villag e of Bure. The 1 st Canadian Parachute Battalion occupied Rochefort, and on 4 th 
January, the 53 rd Welsh Division, supported by the tanks of the 1 st Northhamptonshire 
Yeomanry Regiment and 144th R.A.C. Regiment, launched its attack between Marche -en-
Famenne and Hotton. On 8 th January, the 51 st Highland Division relieved the exhausted Welsh 
units.  

On 11th January, the 1 st Black Watch Battalion entered the town of La Roche -en-Ardenne. The 
following day, a reconnaissance unit of the 84 th US Infantry Division entered the town and 
linked up with the Scottish troops.  

By 28th January, the Germans had been pushed back beyond the Siegfried Line. This marked 
not only the end of the Battle of the Bulge; it also sign ified the end of German occupation.  

The Commonwealth War Cemetery at Hotton contains 666 Commonwealth burials of the 
Second World War, 21 of them unidentified.  

Source: The British in the Battle of the Ardennes, Office de Promotion du Tourisme Wallonie -
Bruxelles 

SUNDAY 7TH MAY ð 72ND ANNIVERSARY OF THE BATTLE OF THE BULGE ð  
ACT OF REMEMBRANCE AT HOTTON-SUR-OURTHE 

by Jean-Pierre Pede 

The participants were welcomed by the local authorities at the Café-Restaurant Le 
Jacquemart. H.E. Robert Denis, the Canadian Ambassador to Belgium, and H.E. Alison Rose, 
the British Ambassador to Belgium, RBL Brussels Branch President, Brigadier Andrew Fisher, 
Belgian military officials and war veterans were present, as were some thirty Brussels  Branch 
Members.  

After coffee, the participants proceeded to the Church Notre Dame des Constellations where 
the service was conducted by the Parish Priest,  Mr Herman Kusola, seconded by Reverend 
Canon John Wilkinson. The Bible readings were by Kate Andrews, Andrée Ferrant, and Jean -
Pierre Pede.  The Eucharist ended with Land of Hope and Glory.  

Following the church service, there were speeches by the Burgomaster of Hotton, Mr Jacques 
Chaplier, and local schoolchildren. The Burgomaster of Hotton, the Canadia n and British 
Ambassadors, the authorities of the Commune of Izegem, the RBL Brussels Branch President 
and Veterans all laid wreaths at the Monument to the Fallen of the two World Wars beside the 
church entrance.  
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Local schoolchildren with H.E. Robert Denis (left) and H.E. Alison Rose and Burgomaster 
Jacques Chaplier (right)  before the  Monument to the Fallen of the two World Wars  

Participants then followed the local band Les Joyeux Travailleurs up the hill to the British 
Cemetery. The Cemetery - meticulously maintained by the Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission - contains the graves of 646 soldiers fallen on Belgian soil during World War II of 
whom 321 British and Canadian soldiers who died  during the Battle of the Bulge.  The 
service of Remembrance was conducted by Reverend Canon John Wilkinson and wreaths 
were laid.  

H.E. Alison Rose and Branch President Andrew Fisher gave the Bible readings.  Mr Francois 
Roberti-Lintermans made a poignant speech about peace.  A selection of names of Fallen 
buried in the Cemetery was read out by Andrew Fisher. A volley was fired in salute by the 
Belgian military and the band gave rousing renditions of the national anthems of Belgium, 
UK, Canada, Australia and Europe.  At the end of the commemoration, participa nts took 
time to put crosses in front of gravestones and remember some of the 646 men who were 
laid to rest at this beautiful spot in the Ardennes.  

Participants were then invited to a small reception in the local sports hall before moving on 
to the Restaurant La Command'rie in Hotton for an excellent lunch.  

   
   Parish Priest H. Kusola and Rev. J. Wilkinson               A. Fisher with F. Roberti -Lintermans 
   precede J. Chaplier,  Burgomaster of Hotton,  
   and H.E. A. Rose on their way to the cemetery  

 
 


