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A Century of Continuity and Commitment

The Royal British Legion (RBL) is the Custodian of Remembrance on behalf of the nation and also at the heart of a
national network of charities supporting the Armed Forces community. Each year the RBL spends more than £42
million providing rehabilitation, welfare, housing, legal, educational and advisory services to current serving personnel,
veterans, their families and dependents.

The RBL is always there, through ‘thick and thin’, honouring the dead and supporting the living, ensuring that their
contribution is not forgotten. Unfortunately, sacrifice and service are not always appropriately recognised by whichever
Government is in power and in such cases the RBL takes up the cause on behalf of veterans and their dependents
whose contribution has not been fairly assessed, financially or otherwise.

EARLY DAYS
The origins of our Branch actually date back to March 1919, six months after the end of WW1, when the men of East
Knoyle who had served in the conflict formed what was originally known as ‘A Post of the Comrades of the Great War’,
subsequently renamed as ‘The Old Comrades Association’.

Officers elected at this first ever meeting were:
Captain-Commandant: Major Sir George Herbert
Secretary: H.J.Fry
Treasurer: F.T.Littlecot
Committee: R.Speed, A.King, G.Snook, H.Miles, B.Ford, C.Tanswell, F.Garrett, A.Oldfield.

Two years later the ‘Post’, along with other ex-serviceman organisations, was incorporated into the newly formed
British Legion under the leadership of Earl Haig and it is this anniversary that we will be celebrating on the 23rd
September.

It is only to be expected that in the early years, with the memories and raw experiences of the war still part of day to
day life, that membership of 62 men from one small village was very healthy indeed. However, this situation was not
reflected nationally with only 250,000 of 5,000,000 ex-servicemen taking up membership. Despite this shortfall, the
benefits and support provided by the legion were available to all - as they do to this day. (In comparison current
membership of the RBL stands at around at 235,000, the majority of whom have never served in the Armed Forces).

The national shortage of labour  following the war provided a wider range of employment opportunities and many men
left the village to take advantage of them elsewhere resulting in a fall in membership to 47 by 1927. The smaller
villages of Semley and Sedgehill were similarly affected and by 1929 both had become sub sections of East Knoyle.



With the President of the Branch being a Director of the Wiltshire Gazette, as well as a member of the Royal
Household, it will come as no surprise that Branch activities and events were well covered in the local press during the
1920s.  Annual dinners boasted very distinguished guest lists of speakers that included the local aristocracy, MPs and
senior members of the armed forces whose speeches covered national issues such as the economy, the reluctance of
government departments to cut their own costs, as well as the ongoing struggles with the Ministry of Pensions for
ex-servicemen’s rights and welfare.

However, once the formality of toasts and speeches were over the evening was made open to entertainment with
music and recitations provided by the membership and local musicians.

Speeches at annual dinners apart, local affairs were very much the Branch’s main area of interest, running fundraising
Whist Drives, holding concerts and, in partnership with the EK Choral Society, arranging a charabanc outing to
Weymouth for the schoolchildren of the village - 180 people in all counting parents - with each child receiving one
shilling as pocket money for the day.

The RBL Women’s Section, an integral part of the Legion, was formed in 1921. Its task was to specifically safeguard
the interests of widows and families of ex-servicemen with a remit to augment and broaden the activities of the Legion.
Autonomous and self-financing, but still under the Royal Charter, local Branches were also to carry out benevolent
work on behalf of causes and issues of local or specific interest.

Twenty four years later, with another world conflict finally at an end, the East Knoyle Branch was formed in September
1945. Since then it has worked in partnership with our Branch, fundraising for the Poppy Appeal and participating in
commemorative events. Officers elected at the first AGM were:

President Mrs Southam Vice President Mrs Saville
Chair Mrs Shand Vice-Chair Mrs Fraser
Secretary Mrs Birdsall Asst. Secretary Mrs Chubb
Treasurer Mrs Coombes (senior)
Committee Mrs: Brockway, Prosser, Hallett, Dewey Ford, Burton, Jefford, Tanswell, Miss Ford.

Meetings were held on the first Tuesday of every month with each member paying 3d per month for tea and
refreshments. An award winning Branch over the years, it continues to raise money for small charities and every year
arranges a Easter Egg hunt for the children of the village.

The Fox and Hounds’, has long been the traditional meeting place for the EK Branch. Extended in 1981 by the new
owners and a skittle alley added, the additional space allowed members to hold meetings in a separate room rather
than ‘skulk’ behind a drawn curtain in the upstairs bar - much to the amusement of regular drinkers.

To this day our Branch still enjoys the facility of a reserved meeting room at the Fox and Hounds for our monthly
meetings and talks by guest speakers and our thanks are due to licensee,  Murray Seator, for the ongoing provision of
these facilities which are much appreciated.



Continuity and commitment continue to be ongoing characteristics of the Branch.

This photograph from the Village Archives dated December 1978 shows a presentation, at the ‘Fox’, by the then
Branch President Col. Douglas Morris, of a gold badge for long
and faithful service to the Legion to Mr. Albert Chubb, a founder
member of the Branch and a veteran of WW1. Six years earlier a
similar award had been made to Mr Alfred Tanswell. Both were
born in East Knoyle and were active members of the Branch,
including as escorts to the standard.

The Branch has been without a President since the death of Tony
Claydon, who had succeeded Harry Wharton and Douglas
Morris, and is led by our Chairman for the last 24 years, Mike
Waterhouse, who had also previously served as PAO. Martin
Snell was snapped up as Treasurer of both the Branch and the
Youth Club in 1985 when he and Monica moved into the village.

Patrick Offord has literally been ‘flying the flag’, for the Branch as it’s Standard Bearer, since 1985, when he took over
from Chick Fowler. (It should be noted that none of the above have ever been given time off for good behaviour).



Standard Bearers play an important part in the ceremonial life of the Legion, especially at the services of
Remembrance.

Patrick and his counterpart in the Women's Section, Helen Lever,
are always at the head of affairs on formal occasions and it is easy
to overlook their contribution during the rest of the year - until the
next time the Standard is unfurled.

As illustrated, at
various times in
the last fifty years
the roles of
standard bearer to
both Branches of
the Legion have
been carried out by
husband and wife
teams.

Top Left: Patrick
Offord and Helen
Lever

Top Right: Garth
and Dorothy
Gray 1976-8

Bottom Left:
L to R Alfie
Tanswell,
Patrick Offord,
Tony Claydon -
1985

Bottom Right: George and Pam Knight with daughter Janet. >

With fewer people now serving in a scaled down Armed Forces the
pool of possible recruits for Standard Bearers has diminished too and
the more that time passes the more difficult it will be to recruit
replacements. They will be hard acts to follow.



Remembrance. Every November, our village participates in the national observance of Remembrance, with a church
service in St Mary’s followed by the laying
of wreaths at the War Memorial. In recent
years, the Legion has initiated a less
military approach to proceedings to reflect
that it is a community event in which
everyone can participate and honour
those who sacrificed their lives down the
generations since 1914. Many of those
who attend will have personal memories
of Matthew Hull, the latest name to be
added to the Roll of Honour, killed in
action in Iraq.

A truly evocative part of the service is the playing of The Last Post and
Reveille by our regular and much sought after bugler, Kent Sibley, who,
although not living in the village, for the last ten years has made it an annual
priority to play at our service in particular.

Branch members, led by Ian Gurney, undertake the regular cleaning of the
memorials in East Knoyle and Semley together with that of the sadly
neglected Shaw-Stewart memorial on the A350 close to Hay’s House.

Members of The Women’s Section are responsible for the laying of fresh
flowers at the base of the memorial throughout the year and with the recent addition of new gravel to the paths,
provided and laid by Ian Gurney, will ensure that it will look first class for the special day on the 23rd September.



Poppy Appeal. Fundraising for the Poppy Appeal is an ongoing priority and thanks to the strong support for both the
Appeal and Remembrance from within the village, together with new initiatives the amounts raised annually have
increased over the years. Earliest figures to hand show that in 1927 the amount raised was £14.11.0d (approx £882 in
today’s values) Two years later that had risen to £16.13.7d. (£1,008).

Figures dating from 1974
onwards show a growing
significant increase (equivalent
2021 values after inflation in
brackets).

Totals began to rise significantly
on the appointment of Roy
Halsall as Poppy Appeal
Organiser who supplemented
house to house and static
collections with selling Poppy
Merchandise at vintage vehicle

displays throughout the summer and, importantly, initiated collections up at
Willoughby Hedge service area - aided and abetted by a hardy band of
collectors - during
Remembrance fortnight.

Roy retired due to ill health
in 2016 after nineteen years
in the post. Our current
PAO, Ian Gurney, continues
to build on Roy’s efforts with
a growing band of volunteer
collectors. (Roy continues

to generate income during the summer months). Along with all charities,
the Poppy Appeal has suffered a drop in income due to the current
pandemic but, for a small village with a population of approx 650, East
Knoyle continues to do well with a respectable totals of £8,770 for 19/20 and to date £8,277 for 20/21 despite all the
restrictions in place.

1974 1984 1994 2004 2014 2018

£306 £1,182 £1,681 £4,160 £10,140 £14,921

(£2,966) (£3,279) (£2,874) (£5.890) (£11,188) (£15,553)



The special interest generated by the centenaries of the outbreak of WW1
in 2014 and Armistice in 2018, together with the fundraising events
connected to them, greatly boosted totals in those years. It was also
during those years that the village really showed its mettle, organising and
participating in imaginative themed events, including concert parties,
attending talks by guest speakers such as Kate Adie and a Village ‘Soup
and Song’ lunch in a superbly, themed, decorated village hall to name but
a few.

As a Branch we are
very much aware
and are grateful for

the support of the efforts members of the village make on our
behalf in raising these substantial funds by their donations,
volunteering as collectors or attending events and their
commitment to the annual service of Remembrance. In
recognition of this support, annual ‘thank you’ events are held,
including a 'Strawberry and Pimms' tea on the lawn of the village
hall.

The last ten years have been a particularly successful era for
our Branch. In addition to ongoing increased Poppy Appeal
totals and successful commemorations of important anniversaries, we have been judged ‘the most Efficient Small
Branch in Wiltshire’ for the years 2017, 2018 and 2019. Our profile has been raised within the County and we are
regarded as a small Branch that ‘punches above its weight’. Obviously it has not been ‘all work and no play’ and many
convivial lunchtime lectures have been held at the ‘Fox’ and a wide range of visits to places of interest, with or without
a military theme, enjoyed.

Once the centenary celebrations are over in September we will immediately start making arrangements for the 2021/2
Poppy Appeal, hopefully under Covid free conditions. The next and ongoing priority will be to maintain a sustainable
level of membership, currently 36, if our Branch is to continue to play an active role in supporting the work of the RBL
into a second century. Therefore, recruitment and the new ideas that come with fresh faces will be high on our agenda.

Historical Sources: The East Knoyle Village Archive and http://www.wiltshire-footsteps.co.uk/.

http://www.wiltshire-footsteps.co.uk/

