Sergeant Richard Taylor Higgins (Number 19730) of the 11th
Battalion, Canadian Railway Troops, Canadian Expeditionary Force,
is buried in Liverpool (Kirkdale) Cemetery: Grave reference
VII.C.E.23..
(Right: The image of the 11th Battalion, Canadian Railway Troops,
cap badge is from the Canadian Expeditionary Force Study Group
web-site.)
(continued)
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His occupation prior to military service recorded as that of a steam-fitter, Richard Taylor
Higgins appears to have left behind him little documentary evidence of his travels from the
Dominion of Newfoundland to the Canadian province of Québec except that a sister, Mrs.
George Ryan, and his brother William were, at the time of Richard’s enlistment, living at
the same address, 398, Gordon Avenue, Verdun, Montreal.
However, it was apparently not in Montreal that he enlisted,
but at the newly-established military complex at Valcartier.
Although his records show him as having undergone a
medical examination at Valcartier on September 4 of 1914, his
pay records do not begin until September 22, logically the day
of his enlistment, and also the day on which he was taken on
strength by the 10th Battalion (Canadians) of the Canadian
Expeditionary Force.
(Right above: Canadian artillery being put through its paces at the Camp at Valcartier. In
1914, the main Army Camp in Canada was at Petawawa. However, its location in Ontario –
and away from the Great Lakes – made it impractical for the despatch of troops overseas.
Valcartier was apparently built within weeks after the Declaration of War. – photograph
(from a later date in the war) from The War Illustrated)
Private Higgins’ attestation was performed three days later, on September 25, at which
time a Battalion officer undertook the formality of officially accepting his attachment to the
unit by declaring – on paper – that… having been finally approved and accepted by me this
day…I certify that I am satisfied with the correctness of this attestation.
There was to be little time for training for the 10th Battalion, it
would have to be done once the formation arrived in the
United Kingdom. Only four days after that attestation, on
September 29, Private Higgins’ unit was boarding His
Majesty’s Transport Scandinavian in the harbour at Quebec
City – as was also the personnel of the 1st Canadian General
Hospital. The Canadian Division* was on its way overseas.
*Designated as such until, logically, the advent of the 2nd Canadian Division, when it
became the 1st Canadian Division.
(Right above: The photograph of the Allen Lines vessel Scandinavian is from the Old Ship
Picture Galleries web-site.)
Scandinavian sailed from Quebec on the following day, but only to drop anchor further
downstream, at the Gaspé. There the convoy formed for the trans-Atlantic crossing and
finally sailed from Canadian waters on October 3. On October 5, as the formation passed
along the south coast of Newfoundland, the small Bowring Brothers’ steamer Florizel,
sailed to meet and join it, carrying the First Five-Hundred of the Newfoundland Regiment.
(continued)
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The convoy reached its destination, the English south-coast naval port of PlymouthDevonport, on October 14. However, such was the poor organization that some troops
were to remain on board their ships for several days before disembarking. The 10th
Battalion was one such, not to set foot on land until October 19, whereupon it was
transported by train to Salisbury Camp.
The War Diarist concludes his
entry for that October 19 by
noting that after the train
journey, the Battalion had still
to march to Pond Farm Camp
and that the weather was fine
and cold for the occasion.
(Right above: The convoy carrying the Canadian Expeditionary Force at anchor in
Plymouth Hoe on October 14, 1914 – from The War Illustrated)
The Army regulations were such that troops were to undergo some fourteen weeks of
training from the time of enlistment; at that point they were to be considered as being fit
for active service. Thus the newly-arrived Canadians were to spend the remainder of
October and up until the first week of February, 1915, in becoming proper Soldiers of the
King – even if they were colonials.
On February 4 the Division marched to
a review area where it was inspected by
His Majesty, King George V and the War
Minister, Lord Kitchener*. The next few
days were spent in final preparation for
departure and on February 10, the 10th
Battalion boarded a train to take it to the
English west-coast port of Avonmouth.
*For whom the Canadian city of Kitchener was named in 1916 – it had been called Berlin
until then.
(Right above: Canadian troops during the autumn of 1914 at Bulford Camp, Wiltshire –
from The War Illustrated)
At Avonmouth, Port of Bristol, the 10th Battalion boarded HMT Kinstonian, the ship then
sailing as part of the Canadian Division Armada at five o’clock the next morning. It was
apparently a very rough and unpleasant voyage, although the Battalion War Diary makes
no mention of it. Two days later, on February 13, the vessel dropped anchor in the French
port of St-Nazaire on the coast of Brittany. The ship, however, propelled by heavy winds,
drifted onto – and then off – a sand-bar, and it was another day before the troops were able
to disembark.
(continued)
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For the first weeks of its service on the Continent, the Canadian Division was to be posted
to the Fleurbaix Sector in northern France and just south of the border town of
Armentières. It was in this area that the 10th Battalion was introduced to the rigours and
routines of trench warfare by the Royal Dublin Fusiliers – and to the harsher realities of
combat when the Battalion suffered its first fatality on February 25: Private W. Davis 21460
was reported as having been killed in action and buried on that day.
Some seven weeks later, the 10th Battalion and Private Higgins, in the early morning of
April 14, were transported in busses across the Franco-Belgian frontier to Vlamertinghe, a
community to the west of the remnants of the medieval city of Ypres. From there the unit
then marched in a north-easterly direction through the city to the area of Wieltje. The
Battalion was now in the area of the Ypres Salient, one of the most lethal theatres of the
entire Great War.
During the first week of the 10th Battalion’s tenure the Salient
proved to be relatively quiet. Then the dam broke - although it
was gas rather than water which, for a few days, threatened to
sweep all before it. The date was April 22, 1915.
(Right: An aerial photograph, taken in July of 1915 – just after
the battle of 2nd Ypres - which shows the shell of the medieval
city, an image entitled Ypres-la-Morte (Ypres the Dead) – By
the end of the conflict there was little left standing. – from
Illustration)
The 2nd Battle of Ypres saw the first use of chlorine gas by the Germans during the Great
War. Later to become an everyday event, and with the introduction of protective measures
such as advanced gas-masks, the gas was to prove no more dangerous than the rest of
the military arsenals of the warring nations. But on this first occasion, to inexperienced
troops as yet without the means to combat it, the yellow-green cloud of chlorine proved
overwhelming.
(Right: The very first protection against gas was to urinate
on a handkerchief which was then held over the nose and
mouth. However, all the armies were soon producing gasmasks, some of the first of which are seen here being
tested by Scottish troops. – from either Illustration or Le
Miroir)
The cloud was noticed at five o’clock in the afternoon of April
22. In the sector subjected to the most concentrated use of
the gas, the French Colonial troops to the Canadian left
wavered then broke, leaving the left flank of the Canadians
uncovered. The 10th Battalion was at the time in reserve at
Ypres, but was soon called forward to fill the void which had
been created.
(continued)
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(Preceding page: Entitled: Bombardement d’Ypres, le 5 juillet 1915 – from Illustration)
During that first night Private Higgins’ unit, in tandem with the 16th Battalion, was called
upon to attack enemy positions but with little success – apart from slowing the German
advance – and heavy losses.
By the 23rd the situation had become relatively stable – at least temporarily - and the
positions in the vicinity of Sint-Juliaan held until the morning of the 24th when a further
retirement became necessary. At times there had been breeches in the defensive lines but,
fortunately, either the Germans were unaware of how close they were to a breakthrough, or
else they did not have the means to exploit the situation. And then the Canadians closed
the gaps.
From April 24 to 27 inclusive… Battalion continuously in action in the vicinity of St Julien,
Fortuin and along the YSER CANAL. As all senior officers had been either killed or
wounded no diary of the exact movements of the battalion were kept… By that time the
unit’s losses were horrendous: on April 23 its strength had been reduced to five officers
and one-hundred eighty-six other ranks out of over eight hundred on the previous day*.
*This figure does not presume the missing to be all killed or
wounded; some certainly were, but in the fog of war many had
likely simply become lost and others taken prisoner. However,
this was probably of little help at the time* to those holding
the line.
(Right: The Memorial to the 1st Canadian Division – the
Brooding Soldier – stands just to the south of the village of
Langemark (at the time Langemarck) at the Vancouver
Crossroads where the Canadians withstood the German
attack – abetted by gas – at Ypres (today Ieper) in April of
1915. – photograph from 2010)
On April 28 the Battalion – and the entire 2nd Canadian Infantry
Brigade - retired and took over positions on the west bank of
the Yser Canal. And while it was not involved in any further
infantry activity, enemy shelling claimed a further heavy toll.
(Right: The Yser Canal at a point in the northern outskirts of
Ypres almost a century after the 2nd Canadian Infantry Brigade
retired to its western bank – to the left – photograph from
2014)
*The 2nd Canadian Infantry Brigade War Diary provides more definitive numbers for the
period of April 22 to May 6: 10th Battalion casualties all ranks – fifty-one killed in action,
two died of wounds, one-hundred seventy-five wounded, one missing believed killed, twohundred fifty-six missing in action.
(continued)
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The battle over, on May 5 Private Higgin’s Battalion marched a painful twenty-five
kilometres along cobble-stone roads from Ypres to the vicinity of the northern French
town of Bailleul.
It was to remain there for the next twelve days to rest and to re-enforce. On May 6 a draft of
eighteen officers and three-hundred forty-six other ranks reported to duty, but they were
apparently only partially trained, many of them never having fired live ammunition.
And now they were about to be ordered to do so for real.
On May 17 the 10th Battalion moved down the line to the south back into France and into
the areas of Festubert and Givenchy. The French were about to undertake a major
offensive just further south again and had asked for British support.
There at Festubert a series of attacks and counter-attacks took place in which the British
High Command managed to gain three kilometres of ground but also contrived to destroy,
by using the unimaginative tactic of the frontal assault, what, after Ypres, was left of the
British pre-War professional Army.
The same tactics were employed with the Canadian troops:
having taken over captured German positions upon its
arrival, the 10th Battalion was then ordered to attack on the
20th, the War Diarist reporting that this was undertaken
without any prior reconnaissance. The preliminary
bombardment had apparently been ineffectual and the troops
were ordered to attack over open ground covered by German
machine-guns.
The attack was ordered continued on the following day and some ground was taken, while
on the 22nd it was the Germans who attacked. If the enemy was also guilty of using the
same suicidal frontal attacks, at least his artillery did its job, and some of the original
territory captured from the Germans was relinquished to them. The 10th Battalion incurred
a further two-hundred seventy casualties during this short period.
Nor did the other units of the Canadian Division or the Indian troops - the 7th (Meerut)
Division* also having been ordered to serve at Festubert – fare any better than the British,
each contingent incurring over two-thousand casualties before the offensive drew to a
close.
The French effort – also using the same tactics - was likewise a failure but on an even
larger scale; it cost them just over one hundred-thousand killed, wounded and missing.
*The Indian troops also served – and lost heavily – in other battles in this area in 1915
before being transferred to the Middle East.
(Right above: A one-time officer who served in the Indian Army during the Second World
War, pays his respects to those who fell, at the Indian Memorial at Neuve-Chapelle. –
photograph from 2010(?))
(continued)
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On May 26 the 10th Battalion marched away from Festubert to billets in or near to the
community of L’Hamel(?). The reprieve was to last for less than a week, until June 1, when
the unit was ordered further south to Givenchy-les-la-Bassée*, a small village not far
distant from Festubert.
Despatched into the forward trenches on two occasions during that month, the first on that
June 1, to support British efforts, and incurring the same sort of casualty numbers as at
Festubert, due to repeating the same sort of mistakes, on June 23 the 10th Battalion was
retiring from the area. At about the same time, over a number of days, so was the entire
Canadian Division.
*Since the place is oft-times referred to simply as Givenchy it is worthwhile knowing that
there are two other Givenchys in the region: Givenchy-le-Noble, to the west of Arras, and
Givenchy-en-Gohelle, a village which lies in the shadow of a crest of land which dominates
the Douai Plain: Vimy Ridge.
As a part of that withdrawal from Givenchy, the 10th Battalion was to march to billets in
Essars, in Neuf Berquin and then in the vicinity of Noot Boon. From there it was to move
eastwards and into Belgium, to the Ploegsteert Sector, just across the frontier.
Having reached the Ploegsteert area on June 28, there the 10th
Battalion remained – as did the entire Canadian Division. In
the next months it came to be well-acquainted with the
Franco-Belgian area between Armentières in the east – any
further east would have been in German-occupied territory –
Bailleul in the west, and Messines in the north; given the route
marches enumerated in the War Diary and the itineraries used,
it would have been surprising had it been otherwise.
(Right above: Some of the farmland in the area of Messines, a mine crater from the time of
the 1917 British offensive in the foreground – photograph from 2014)
It was to be another eleven months before the 10th Battalion* was involved in a further
major altercation. Of course, local confrontations – brought about by raids and patrols were fought from time to time, and artillery duels and the ever-increasing menace of
snipers ensured a constant flow of casualties.
* * * * *
In the meantime, however, it is unclear what part Private Higgins played in these early
confrontations with the Germans. The records show that he was wounded on two
occasions during the period of a month.
While fighting at Ypres on or about April 25, he had suffered a
gun-shot wound to the head*. At first evacuated on that date
to the 3rd Canadian Field Ambulance he was forwarded from
there to the 3rd Casualty Clearing Station.
*A second source cites the face and leg.
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(Preceding page: a British field ambulance, of a more permanent nature than some: it is
certainly not an advanced dressing station. – from a vintage post-card)
The 3rd Canadian Field Ambulance was operating as many as three advanced dressing
stations in the area of Wieltje, Ypres Salient, at the time. However, one of them is recorded
as having been shelled and burned to the ground on that very day. Excerpt from 3rd
Canadian Field Ambulance War Diary entry for April 25: 7 p.m. All Ambulances, stretcherbearers…proceeded…on to WIELTJE and opened up Advanced Dressing Station there.
Wounded brought in all night. Work under heavy shell fire… But exactly where Private
Higgins was treated is not clear.
The 3rd Casualty Clearing Station (British) was likely
established by then in the vicinity of the Belgian town of
Poperinghe, not that Private Higgins was to remain there for
very long. Later again on that same April 25, he was
transported by ambulance train overnight to the Rawalpindi
British General Hospital in Boulogne and admitted there on
the 26th.
(Right above: a British casualty clearing station – the one pictured here under canvas for
mobility if and when the necessity arose – being established somewhere on the Continent
during the early years of the War: Other such medical establishments were of a much more
permanent nature. - from a vintage post-card)
His was undoubtedly a minor complaint as he was next transferred to the nearby
Convalescent Camp on April 27. Six days following, on May 3, Private Higgins was
discharged to the 3rd General Base Depot.
When he was to re-join his Battalion in the field appears not to be recorded – the only draft
documented in the War Diary as reporting to duty during the month of May is the one of
May 6. But it was only weeks later, on or about May 23, during the action at Festubert that
Private Higgins was wounded for a second time.
(Right: The French coastal resort of Wimereux at some time
prior to the Great War – I was to be transformed into a major
medical centre during the time of the conflict. – from a vintage
post-card)
Once again it was reported as a gun-shot wound, this one to
the right shoulder. No preliminary treatment is recorded as
having been undertaken before he was admitted into the 1st
Canadian Stationary Hospital at Wimereux, adjacent to
Boulogne. This incident appears to have been more serious
than the previous one as, two days later, Private Higgins was
on board His Majesty’s Hospital Ship St. Patrick for the short
cross-Channel journey back to the United Kingdom.
(Right: The photograph of HMHS St. Patrick is from the Old
Ship Picture Galleries web-site.)
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On May 26 he was admitted into the Royal Herbert Hospital in the Royal Borough of
Greenwich. There he was to remain for a month before being discharged to furlough – a
period of leave due to military personnel upon release from hospital in the United Kingdom
- on June 27. Private Higgin’s address during that period of leave was: c/o W. Williams,
Hen & Chicks, in the Welsh community of Abergavenny. On July 3 he returned to duty with
the Canadian 9th (Reserve) Battalion at Shorncliffe.
Shorncliffe on the Kentish coast was a Canadian military
complex comprising a number of smaller camps. At the time
of Private Higgins sojourn there it was being employed as the
base for the Canadian 2nd Division, at the time organizing prior
to its despatch to the Continent in the upcoming September.
At the time it was also the base for a number of training and
reserve units by one of which, the 9th Battalion, Private
Higgins was taken on strength – if only for a period of less
than two weeks.
(Right above: Little remains of Shorncliffe Military Camp today
apart from a barracks occupied by Gurkha troops. The Military
Cemetery almost alone serves as a reminder of the events of a
century ago. – photograph from 2016)
(Right: A view of the coastal town of Folkestone almost a
century later as seen from the white cliffs of nearby Dover –
photograph from 2009)
(Right below: The French port of Boulogne at or about the
time of the Great War – from a vintage post-card)
Thus it was through the nearby town and harbour of
Folkestone and its French counterpart on the coast opposite,
Boulogne, that on July 15, 1915, Private Higgins returned to
the conflict. On that same day he was taken on strength by his
former unit, the 10th Battalion, and is recorded – although the
War Diary does not confirm this – as having re-joined the
Battalion two days later, on the 17th.
* * * * *
After the confrontations of Ypres, of Festubert and of Givenchy, both sides, likely - at least
temporarily - exhausted by their exertions, settled down into the everyday grind of war in
the trenches*. Apart from the routine patrols and the occasional raid – this latter exercise
at the time becoming more and more in favour with the British High Command – there was
little infantry activity; most of the casualties incurred by the Canadians were now again the
result of the almost incessant enemy artillery fire and of his snipers.
(continued)
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**During the Great War, British and Empire (later
Commonwealth) battalions had their time more or less equally
divided into three postings: in theory a week was to be spent
in the front lines, at times little more than a few metres
separating them from the enemy forward positions; a second
week was then served in support positions, perhaps a hundred
metres or so behind the front. The unit was then withdrawn
into reserve – either Brigade, Divisional or Corps Reserve, the
former nearest to the forward area, the latter the furthest away.
Of course, things were never as neat and tidy as set out in the preceding format and
troops could find themselves in a certain position at times for weeks on end.
(Right above: A photograph of Canadian troops in support positions somewhere on the
Somme in the autumn of 1916, only months earlier having been equipped with those steel
helmets and, less visible, British Short Lee-Enfield Mark III Rifles – from Illustration)
In September of 1915 the 2nd Canadian Division made its appearance on the Continent and
was posted to the sector north of the 1st Division’s area of responsibility at Ploegsteert.
Then on January 1 of 1916 the 3rd Canadian Division officially came into being and took
temporary responsibility for the Kemmel Defences, to the south-west of Ypres.
Towards the end of March, units of this formation began to move into the south-east
corner of the Ypres Salient. At the same time the 1st Canadian Division was to move into
the southern sector of the Salient on the right-hand side of the 3rd Division – and to the left
of the 2nd Division. They were to retain these positions until the latter days of that summer
of 1916.
* * * * *
Private Higgins in the meanwhile, had not spent all his time in
the trenches of the Ploegsteert Sector with the 10th Battalion.
On January 16, while the 10th Battalion was serving in Brigade
Reserve at Grande Munque Farm in the vicinity of Ploegsteert
itself, he was evacuated to the 3rd Canadian Field Ambulance,
by that time centred at the northern French town of Bailleul.
(Right: A German block-house in a farmer’s field at Messines,
at the northern limits of the Ploegsteert Sector during 1915 –
photograph from 2014)
Private Higgins was one of twenty-seven other ranks to be admitted on the day due to
sickness: he was suffering from a case of influenza. There he remained for treatment until
his release on January 27, to report back to his unit on the following day as it withdrew
from a posting in the trenches.
Only days later, on February 9, he was awarded nine days leave back in England. Where he
was to spend that period is not recorded.
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Not long after his return to duty, on March 28, he was granted
a further nine-day leave in the United Kingdom – plus a twoday extension. On this occasion, while it is once more not
documented exactly where Private Higgins spent his time, it is
recorded that he travelled to and from the Continent to a
railway station in London. And by the time of his return, the
10th Battalion had been posted to the southern sector of the
Ypres Salient, in the area of Dickebusch.
(Right above: London – in fact the City of Westminster – in the area of Marble Arch, in or
about the year 1913, just prior to the Great War – from a vintage post-card)
* * * * *
Also during the second of Private Higgins’ absences, there had been infantry activity at StÉloi (see below) on the area of the front on which was stationed the 2nd Canadian Division.
The 1st Canadian Division – and thus Private Higgins’ Battalion - was not to be involved
except that the enemy artillery was reported by the Battalion War Diarist as being
particularly active during this time.
That Action at the St. Eloi Craters officially took place from March 27 until April 17 of that
spring of 1916. St. Eloi was a small village some five kilometres to the south of the Belgian
city of Ypres and it was here that the British had excavated a number of galleries under the
German lines, there to place explosives which they detonated on that March 27.
After a brief initial success the attack soon bogged down –
due to those very mine-craters which, filled with water, were
to prove impassable – and, by April 4, Canadian units of the
2nd Division were replacing the exhausted British troops. They
were to have no more success than had the British, and by the
17th of the month, when the battle was called off, both sides
were back where they had been some three weeks previously
– and the Canadians had incurred some fifteen-hundred
casualties.
(Above right: A purported attack in the aftermath of the exploding of a mine under enemy
lines – perhaps in the area of St-Éloi – from Illustration)
Then in the month of June it was the turn of the newly-arrived 3rd Canadian Division to
undergo its baptism of fire on a large scale. However, such became the gravity of the
situation that some of the battalions of the 1st Canadian Division were to play major roles
in the altercation. Such was the case with Private Higgin’s 10th Battalion whose part in the
affair will be narrated below.
From June 2 to 14 was fought the battle for Mount Sorrel and for the area of Sanctuary
Wood, Maple Copse and Hill 60 between the German Army and the Canadian Corps. The
Canadians had been preparing an attack of their own on the enemy positions which
dominated the Canadian trenches when the Germans delivered an offensive, overrunning
the forward areas and, in fact, rupturing the Canadian lines, an opportunity which
fortunately they never exploited.
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(Right below: Remnants of Canadian trenches dating from 1915-1916 at Sanctuary Wood –
photograph from 2010)
The Commander of the Canadian Corps, Sir Julian Byng,
reacted by organizing a counter-attack on the following day,
an assault intended to, at a minimum, recapture the lost
ground.
Badly organized, the operation was a dismal failure, many of
the intended attacks never went in – those that did went in
piecemeal and the assaulting troops were cut to pieces - the
enemy remained where he was and the Canadians were left to
count an extremely heavy casualty list.
(Right: The Canadian memorial which stands atop Mount
Sorrel just to the south-west of the city of Ypres (today Ieper)
whose spires and towers may be perceived in the distance. –
photograph from 1914)
(Right below: Maple Copse, the scene of heavy fighting in
June of 1916, and its cemetery wherein lie numerous
Canadians – photograph from 2014)
Ten days later the Canadians again counter-attacked, on this
occasion better informed, better prepared and better
supported. The lost ground for the most part was recovered,
both sides were back where they had started – and the
cemeteries were a little fuller.
(Right below: Railway Dugouts Burial Ground (Transport Farm)
today contains twenty-four hundred fifty-nine burials and
commemorations – photograph from 2014)
On that June 2 the 10th Battalion had been in Brigade Reserve.
The rapid evolution of the German attack saw the Battalion
receiving orders by late afternoon to move forward to meet the
assault. Thus on June 3 the unit was fighting in the area of the
village of Zillebeke and Railway Dugouts where it sustained a
number of casualties: thirty-one killed in action or died of
wounds; one-hundred twelve wounded or shell-shocked; and
eleven missing in action.
On the following day the Battalion withdrew to Dickebusch Huts and then to Camp ‘D’ until
June 6 when it moved up to the forward area, to Hill 60. There it remained until the 10th,
infantry activity limited but not so an extremely active enemy artillery: a further twenty-five
casualties were incurred during these four days.
(continued)
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(Right below: Hill 60 as it remains a century after the events of 1916 in the area of Mount
Sorrel, the village of Hooge, Sanctuary Wood and Maple Copse: It is kept in a preserved
state – subject to the whims of Mother Nature – by the Belgian Government – photograph
from 2014)
On the last official day of the action… At 2.30 P.M. received
orders to relieve 16th Bn and hold re-captured trenches then
being held by this Battalion…On the way to the trenches the
Battalion was heavily shelled and this shelling was continued
all night with varying intensity. The trenches, both our old
trenches and those constructed by enemy were very badly
battered by the shell fire to which they had been subjected by
both sides and large stretches had been completely obliterated
and blown in… (Excerpt from 10th Battalion War Diary entry for
June 13, 1916)
It was not until seven o’clock of the following morning that the relief was completed
because of that artillery fire which was to continue all the following day, June 14:
casualties for the two days numbered approximately thirteen dead, fifty-six wounded and
twenty-two missing.
The days following saw the situation gradually revert to stalemate and the 10th Battalion
posted to Corps Reserve from the 15th until the 19th of the month. For the next eight weeks
the routines of reserve, support and forward positions were the order of the day.
Except for Private Higgins on July 18, a day on which… the Battalion was inspected in full
marching order, with first-line transport packed, field kitchens etc. by Lieutenant General
Hon. Sir Julian H.G. Byng G.O.C. Canadian Corps. The inspection was very thorough and
report very favourable… (10th Battalion War Diary entry for the day) The report on Private
Higgins on that same day was less favourable: Breaking out of Billets after lights out… He
was awarded seven days of Field Punishment Number 1.
Then on August 12 the 10th Battalion withdrew from the area south of Ypres and in fact,
from the Kingdom of Belgium entirely. Four days marching then saw it billeted in the
French community of Moulle, a community towards the north-west coast and in the vicinity
of which the British had established training areas.
Gradually all the Canadian units were to be withdrawn from
Belgium and over the space of the next two months were
replaced by troops from the British Isles – and by the 1st
Battalion of the Newfoundland Regiment. These were
battalions which had been recently fighting at the Somme and
which, by now, were in dire need of re-enforcements, reorganization and rest. The Canadians were now to take their
place in that offensive.
(Right above: the entrance* to the quarters of ‘A’ Company, 1st Battalion, Newfoundland
Regiment, in the ramparts of Ypres where it was posted in 1916 – photograph from 2010)
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*It has, of course, been repaired and somewhat refurbished since those days as has the
rest of the city.
For eleven days Private Higgins and his Battalion trained in the area of Moulle, each day
marching the five kilometres to and the five kilometres from their billets to the training
area. On August 27 the unit then proceeded, also on foot, to the railway station at Arques
where it entrained for the journey to Candas.
The 10th Battalion arrived at the station in Candas some eight-and-a-half hours later, at a
quarter past one in the morning, from there to march to billets in Montrelet. Happily it
rained hard all the following day, allowing the troops to rest. Five days later, on September
2, having proceeded, once more on foot, from Montrelet, the 10th Battalion marched into
the military camp at Brickfields, in the near vicinity of the provincial town of Albert.
By that September of 1916, the First Battle of the Somme had been ongoing for two
months. It had begun with the disastrous attack of July 1, an assault costing the British
Army fifty-seven thousand casualties – in the short space of only four hours - of which
nineteen thousand dead.
(Right below: Canadian soldiers working in Albert, the already-damaged basilica in the
background – from Illustration)
On that first day of 1st Somme, all but two small units of the
attacking divisions had been troops from the British Isles, those
exceptions being the two-hundred men of the Bermuda Rifles
serving in the Lincolnshire Regiment, and the eight-hundred
personnel of the 1st Battalion of the Newfoundland Regiment
which lost so heavily on that day at Beaumont-Hamel.
As the battle progressed, other troops, from the Empire
(Commonwealth), had been brought in; at first it had been the
South African Brigade (July 15), the Australians and New
Zealanders (July 23) before the Canadians entered the fray on
August 30 to be part of a third general offensive. Their first
collective contribution was to be in the area of two villages, Flers
and Courcelette.
(Right: An image purporting to be that of a Canadian officer
giving instructions to those under his command prior to the
attack at Flers-Courcelette (see below), September 1916. – from
The War Illustrated)
The Battalion’s first venture out of the Brickfields Camp and then
its billets in Albert itself was to be in the area of La Boiselle*
where it provided working-parties from September 6 to 9 before it
moved into the front lines to relieve the 8th Battalion on
September 10 in the area of Mouquet Farm, this already having
been the scene of some desperate fighting between the Germans
and the Australians.
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*La Boisselle was the site where, on the morning of the attack of July 1 of that same 1916,
the British detonated the largest of the nineteen mines that they had excavated and set
under the German lines. The crater, now a century old, is still impressive, even today.
(Right: The Lochnagar Crater caused by the mine – claimed
by some to be the largest man-made explosion in history up
until that date – detonated at La Boisselle – photograph from
2011(?))
Having endured just two days in the front lines, days on
which the Germans had conducted some offensive patrolling
- actions which had eventually all been repulsed - Private
Higgins’ unit was withdrawn to bivouacs at the Brickfields.
On September 15, the Canadians were to play a role in the
general attack of the day ordered by the British High
Command. The 10th Battalion, however, was to be an
exception to the rule; while on September 13 and 14 other
units were marching towards their assembly points in
anticipation of the attack, Private Higgins was marching in the
opposite direction, away from Albert.
(Right: The Canadian Memorial which stands by the side of
the Albert-Bapaume Road near the village of Courcelette –
photograph from 2015)
And while others were going over the top on that September 15 of 1916, the 10th Battalion
War Diarist was busy recording that… Battalion in billets in RUBEMPRE, Army Reserve.
Pay Parades. Boot and rifle inspection. Battalion standing to. Training under company and
detachment arrangements.
On the 16th, busses were used to transport the unit back to
the area of Brickfields and Albert where it was to remain until
September 22. It was then ordered forward to the relief of the
52nd Canadian Infantry Battalion: relief complete 1.54 A.M. 23rd
(War Diary).
(Right below: Burying Canadian dead on the Somme, likely at
a casualty clearing station or a field ambulance – from
Illustration or Le Miroir)
Later on that same day the Battalion was moved into Brigade Support – but being relieved
was not necessarily always a safe procedure. Moving into and out of the lines during that
twenty-four hour period; the War Diary records three killed, forty-seven wounded and two
missing.
(continued)
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An attack had been planned for September 26 and 27 on the German positions known as
Zollern and Hessian Trenches and while the 10th Battalion as a whole was not to deliver the
assault, several companies of it had been seconded to the attacking units. These
objectives were taken and held despite enemy counter-attacks.
After the second day of the attack, the 27th, not only the 10th
Battalion but the entire 2nd Canadian Infantry Brigade – it
having been responsible for the operation – retired to the
vicinity of Albert. 10th Battalion losses amounted to: forty-one
killed, one-hundred forty-eight wounded, forty-six missing
and six shell-shocked.
It would seem that Private Higgins was one of these.
(Right: Wounded troops being evacuated in hand-carts from the forward area during the 1st
Battle of the Somme – from Le Miroir or Illustration)
There is no precise date documented, nor the circumstances a propos the shell-shocking
of Private Higgins although he was apparently admitted into the 11th General Hospital in
the city of Rouen on September 29. It is also reported that he was at least partially buried
by the force of the explosion.
Having then remained under care for six days in hospital at
Rouen, he was placed on board HMHS Aberdonian for
passage back to the United Kingdom.
(Right: The image of HMHS Aberdonian is from the Old Ship
Picture Galleries web-site.)
There at Folkestone Private Higgins was taken in charge by the Canadian Casualties
Assembly Centre where he may have then stayed until October 11 on which day he was
transported to the 4th London General Hospital at Denmark Hill in south-east London.
There his problems were diagnosed as being multiple: shell-shock, deafness (in both ears)
and concussion.
Private Higgins had received treatment at Denmark Hill for just over two months before he
was forwarded from the 4th London General Hospital to Westcliffe Canadian Eye & Ear
Hospital at Folkestone for five further days of treatment. After his discharge from there on
December 20 there appears to be a void in the records of his whereabouts, although the
dates 27/12/16 to 27/1/17 appear to have the letters CCAC next to them*.
*It seems that the Canadian Casualties Assembly Centre had few or no physical medical or
convalescent facilities of its own; it was an office designed to keep records of those sick
or wounded soldiers in the United Kingdom. So while he is recorded as being the
responsibility of the CCAC, it is not certain that he was physically in its care.
On February 1 of 1917, Private Higgins was sent to the GDD at Hastings. A General Duties
Depot offered a convalescent soldier no training but rather mundane military duties to be
performed while a decision was being taken about the individual’s future, if any, in the
Canadian Army.
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In the case of Private Higgins it was apparently decided to
retain him as he was subsequently taken on strength by the
newly-forming 4th Canadian Labour Battalion* on March 2 at
the East Sussex coastal town of Seaford.
(Right: The community cemetery at Seaford in which are
buried a number of Canadian soldiers, including two
Newfoundlanders: Frederick Jacob Snelgrove and Ebenezer
Tucker – photograph from 2016)
(Right: Royal Canadian Legion flags amongst others adorn
the interior of St. Mary’s Church in the English village of
Bramshott. – photograph from 2016)
It was only ten days afterwards, on March 12, that the unit of
twelve officers and nine-hundred seventy-six other ranks was
attached to then despatched through the Permanent Base
Depot at Bramshott on its way to France.
*The four Canadian Labour Battalions comprised ‘B’ Category men considered to be no
longer fit to serve in the trenches.
The 4th Canadian Labour Battalion is recorded as having
landed in France on March 15 of 1917, likely having passed
through Southampton and Le Havre on its journey to the
Continent. Unfortunately the unit appears to have no War
Diary available, thus Private Higgins’ activities between this
time and November 21 of the same 1917 when he again was
transferred must, for the moment at least, remain a mystery.
(Right above: The French port-city of Le Havre, through which Private Higgins likely
passed, at or about the time of the Great War – from a vintage post-card)
He was, however, within six weeks of his disembarkation in France, once more in need of
medical attention. On April 23, Private Higgins was one of one-hundred forty-seven to be
admitted into the 6th Canadian Field Ambulance, at the time situated close to or in the
northern French community of Fresnicourt. He was suffering from a common complaint
incurred in the trenches: scabies.
There is a suggestion that Private Higgins was furthered into hospital on that April 23, but
there appears to be no other detail. In any case, he was not long receiving treatment as he
was discharged back to his unit on April 29.
On November 21, he was transferred to the 11th Battalion, Canadian Railway Troops.
Apparently the work of these Battalions, of which there were at least thirteen, was not
limited to the construction of railway lines. That entire month of November was spent by
the unit in the area of the Dunkerque (Dunkirk) docks where it for the most part unloaded
ships, loaded barges – for further transport by canal – and filled sand-bags.
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On December 2 it began the construction of a camp at Audruicq.
It would not be until the latter half of
December – as of the 17th, the last day
on which Canadian troops could still
vote in the Federal Election - that
Private Higgins’ was employed on
building a railway, a new line from
Merville, at the head of a canal system,
to a new station identified simply as
‘220’ – maybe Neuf-Berquin.
(Right above: Troops of the Canadian Railway Corps making repairs to a German light
railway line in recently-recaptured territory – from The War Illustrated)
On February 10, Private Higgins is reported as having left France to travel to the Canadian
Railway Troops Depot at Purfleet, in the county of Essex downstream from London on the
River Thames. There he was taken on strength in anticipation of an imminent furlough to
Canada. Two weeks later again he was boarding Scandinavian once more, on this
occasion for the return voyage across the Atlantic.
He had been granted some ten weeks of furlough to Canada – the first and only leave to
home in three-and-a-half years - and was to return to the United Kingdom on May 22.
It would seem that Private Higgins may have returned to England on the required date, but
not reported to his unit*. On that same May 22 the Purfleet Depot reported him as being…
illegally absent and for a while he was struck off strength, a decision later to be rescinded,
from the 11th Battalion.
*A single entry on a pay sheet documents his return to the United Kingdom two weeks late,
on June 5, 1918.
This decision to strike him off had been taken on June 17, 1918, by a court of enquiry; but
then on July 1 the following appears on a pay record… Reports to duty & ceases to be
shown on Furlough to Canada. There appear to have been no subsequent consequences
to the affair and, in fact, after some five months, Private Higgins was to be promoted.
Nor do there seem to be any records of Private Higgins returning from the United Kingdom
to the Continent during the late summer or the autumn of 1918. In fact, there appears to be
no record of him at all until the report of a medical examination undergone on November
28, the results of which found him to be in… good health.
Perhaps the report was in anticipation of the almost-immediate promotion of December 1
which cites… Witley (county of Surrey, England) Appointed A/Sgt whilst specially
employed 1/12/18. There is no indication as to what that special employment might have
been.
(continued)
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Two months after his appointment, on February 8 of 1919, Sergeant Higgins was admitted
into the 5th Canadian General Hospital at Kirkdale, Liverpool. Having taken sick at Knotty
Ash Camp* six days prior, upon entry he was diagnosed as… Influenza – BronchoPneumonia
*By this time this site in the vicinity of Liverpool was apparently the site of the Canadian
Railway Troops’ Depot.
His condition worsened and on February 10, two days later, he was deemed by the medical
staff to be dangerously ill.
The son of William Higgins, fisherman (possibly deceased September 13, 1912), and
Elizabeth Ann Higgins (née Noel) (possibly deceased September 25, 1912) of the
Southside, Harbour Grace, he was also brother to George-William (cited as next-of-kin),
Ellen-Mary, Edna, Minnie, Laura, Emily and Walter.
He was also husband to Elizabeth whose address is recorded as 1678, Chabot Street, and
also as 14, Water Street, St. John’s, Newfoundland – the latter also per times given as that
of his brother William. There appears to be no record of any children.
Sergeant Higgins was reported as having died at eleven-twenty in the morning – a second
report says one hour later – from pneumonia, on that February 10 of 1918, in the 5th
Canadian General Hospital, Liverpool.
Richard Taylor Higgins had enlisted at the apparent age of twenty-nine years: the place
and date of birth on his attestation papers are recorded as September 3, 1885, at St.
John’s, Newfoundland. The Anglican Parish Records for Harbour Grace South document
September 6, 1881, in Harbour Grace South itself.
Sergeant Richard Taylor Higgins was
entitled to the 1914-1915 Star, as well as
to the British War Medal (centre) and to
the Victory Medal (Inter-Allied War
Medal).
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