
John Edward 'Jack' Marshall
1881 – 1915

This document was prepared by Roger Marshall, Jack's great-nephew.  Jack 
was the grandson of Rev. Henry Charles Knight, who was the son of Frances 
Knight, nee Dormer, but was quite probably not the son of her husband, 
Robert Knight of Barrells Hall; the family remains uncertain and divided 
about that!



Jack Marshall was born at Coveney, Cambridgeshire (or, 
strictly, Isle of Ely), on 3 June 1881, the second child (and 
second son) of Edward and Lucy Marshall. He was educated at 
Repton (Latham House) from September 1895-July 1899 and 
soon joined the army. 

Records currently available do not make it easy to be exact 
about Jack’s military service so one has to make use of 
references based on earlier records which may themselves have 
been lost in the Second World War or through other ravages of 
time. In Jack’s case, the entry in De Ruvigny’s Role of Honour 
1914-19241 is a valuable source of information on his military 
career and was written whilst the relevant records were still 
available. However, even that record is incomplete in that it 
records Jack as being “gazetted 2nd Lieut. in the Royal Garrison 
Regt. from the Militia, 28 Jan. 1903” without indicating which 
Militia and when he joined it – but the 1901census helps here. 
On 31 March 1901 Jack was at Fort Albert, on Alderney in the 
Channel Islands, serving with the Suffolk Regiment2, which 

1In the early days of World War One, the enthusiastic patriotism with which young men queued up to 
join the army gave rise to the concept of a roll of honour war record, to be compiled by the Marquis de 
Ruvigny and published in honour of those soldiers who would give their lives for their country. It was 
originally thought that compiling a ww1 military record of names, biographies and photographs would 
be a relatively easy project to complete, given that most believed the war would be won swiftly and 
casualties would be small.

However, as the war dragged on and the number of dead increased throughout the remaining years on a
scale never matched before or since, De Ruvigny's Roll of Honour became almost impossible to 
complete. Not only was the professional, regular British army (also known as the British Expeditionary
Force) wiped out at Ypres during 1914, but also many of the willing volunteers of Kitchener's new 
armies were then destroyed during the Battle of the Somme in 1916, one of the largest battles of the 
First World War.

In its final published form, the Roll of Honour records the biographies of more than 25,000 men from 
the British army, navy and air force, with nearly 7000 of the entries being accompanied by a 
photograph. This is only a tiny fraction of the soldiers who died in the Great War, but nonetheless is a 
tribute to those who compiled it, and those who feature in it. It is also an insight into a time when the 
nation naively and confidently entered into the patriotic spirit of conflict, without any comprehension 
of the eventual scale of the disaster. De Ruvigny's Roll of Honour is a unique WWI record.

 
2 The census lists two Captains, three Lieutenants (incl. Jack) one Sergeant, three Corporals and 61 
Private soldiers. It also lists 84 assorted farm and other labourers, nearly all of whom were born in 
Suffolk, with almost all the rest born in Essex or Cambridgeshire. The Suffolk Regiment included both 
“volunteers” and “militia” within its ranks so it would appear that the fort was manned by perhaps one 
company of regular soldiers and two of territorials; whether they were acting as a garrison or using the 
site for training is not clear. Since Jack is the only Lieutenant who has no other occupation or is listed 



included the Cambridgeshire Militia; Ruvigny’s Roll does not 
mention the Suffolk Regt at all. Surviving letters3 do not cover 
Jack’s service until 1904, by when he was in Malta and about to 
leave for South Africa. However, he had been there before. 
Military records still available indicate that Lt. J. E. Marshall, of
the 4th Battalion Suffolk Reg’t., attached to the 3rd Battalion 
York & Lancaster Reg’t., was entitled to the South Africa Medal
and Clasp for service in that colony at some point between 1899 
and 1902 – the Boer War. Presumably Jack’s participation was 
in the later months as he only joined the Militia in 1900 and was
in the Channel Islands in March1901. This surmise is supported 
by De Ruvigny, which states that Jack “took part in the 
operations in Orange River Colony, Dec. 1901 to Feb. 1902, and
in Cape Colony, Feb. to 31 May 1902” (without mentioning the 
York and Lancs. Reg’t.) and by the fact that his South Africa 
Medal bears clasps for Cape Colony, Orange Free State, South 
Africa 1901 and South Africa 190245. 

Exactly where Jack went after his attachment to the York & 
Lancaster Reg’t. is not clear. It seems most likely that he 
returned to the Suffolks and that his Battalion, being essentially 
territorials and militiamen, was later incorporated into the Royal
Garrison Regiment6 (“RGR”), three of whose battalions had 
moved to Malta in 1901, where Jack would have joined them. 

as living on his own means, it looks as if Jack is a professional soldier, rather than a part-timer. The 
Suffolk Regiment had incorporated The Cambridgeshire Militia in 1881, as the 4th Batt’n,  so it would 
have been the logical local regiment for Jack to join.

3 All the letters quoted here are taken from the compilation put together by Nell Marshall so will reflect
any errors or omissions in that compilation. Other “facts” are gleaned from internet sources, with some 
assumptions made where doubt remains. Further research is no doubt possible, to confirm facts and add
detail.

4 At this stage the Boers had switched to guerrilla warfare and the British had introduced concentration 
camps; it must be possible that Jack was involved with these. 

5 At the outbreak of the Boer War the 1st Battalion, The Suffolk Reg’t went straight to South Africa. 
They were augmented by two companies of volunteers from the 3rd and 4th Battalions, the former being 
originally the Cambridgeshire Rifle Volunteer Corps and the latter being originally the Cambridgeshire
Militia. It seems that Jack must have been one of these volunteers, going out after March 1901.
6 The Royal Garrison Regiment was an infantry regiment of the British Army formed in February 1900
and disbanded in 1908.The regiment was originally formed as the "Royal Reserve Battalions", 
independent battalions composed of reserve infantry called up in the UK on the outbreak of the Second 
Boer War. After training and organising these units were sent to relieve regular infantry battalions in 
overseas garrisons, to allow the regular battalions to be sent on active service in South Africa.
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Boer_War
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Boer_War
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Royal_Reserve&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Army


We know that he was gazetted into the RGR on 28 Jan. 1903 but
not where had had been up to that date (nor, indeed, where he 
was when he was gazetted). He was certainly in that Regiment 
and in Malta for a period between the end of the Boer War and 
returning to South Africa in 1904.

The oldest letter we have from Jack was dated June 2nd; although
the year is not given it is almost certainly 1904 as that is when 
the battalions of the RGR moved to South Africa. 

“Verdala, Malta

Dear Henrietta

Many thanks for the book which I have just finished. It was very good of 
you to remember me at all. I found it most exciting. In fact after reading 
in bed last night about Lebo and his father scrapping with hot irons, I 
woke up with fearful screams, and my servant came running in thinking I 
must have the rats. It is beastly hot here and the mosquitoes are simply 
awful. Frances very kindly sent me a little packet of funny coloured 
plasters today, for which I had to pay twopence extra postage of which I 
was most annoyed. We sail from here on or about the 28th. It will be a bit 
of a change. It is midsummer here, while in South Africa it is midwinter, 
and very cold after sundown. I was bathing in a little bay near here 
yesterday, and the water was over 62 in the shade, almost too warm to be
pleasant. We do all our work in the early morning, there are no parades 
after nine on account of the sun. The mosquitoes are too many for me at 
night, so I sleep in the afternoon, and smoke on the roof at night, and 
chase cats in my pyjamas with a dog over the battlements.
Thank Hans for his letter when you see him, and give him my congrats on
stroking his boat7.
No time for more now,
Ever your loving brother Jack”

In 1901, the four battalions raised were regimented as the Royal Garrison Regiment. The 1st, 3rd and 
4th battalions were sent to Malta, whilst the 2nd was sent to Gibraltar. In 1904, all four were moved to 
South Africa for garrison duty there as the regular units returned to normal duties. A fifth battalion was 
raised in 1902, for service in Canada; it garrisoned Halifax, Nova Scotia from October 1902 until 1905,

when it handed over its role to the Canadian Permanent Force. It was the last British garrison to be 
based in Canada proper. All five battalions were disbanded in 1906-7, and the regiment was disbanded 
in August 1908.

7 Hans was at Cambridge University from 1902 to 1905 so a date for the letter of 1904 would be 
consistent.
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Jack’s next letter, written from (Pieter)Marizburg, South Africa 
on 1 January 1906, says that he is in the 3rd Battalion, Royal 
Garrison Regiment (“RGR”). In his letter, to Henrietta (who has 
presumably written of her involvement in hockey – she was 16 
at that time and had been at Winchester High School), he 
wonders why girls that are in hockey teams “are always so 
horribly plain and have such big feet”. He also writes of his 
servant, of his dog having a tussle with “a little hairy lapdog 
waddling behind” and of giving men leave to attend a midnight 
service - 

“I am glad to tell that there was quite a wave of religion passing over the
camp. Four men came to me last night for leave to attend a midnight 
service. I thought it rather funny at the time but understood this morning 
when I was informed that three of them had returned at 7.30am blind 
paralytic, and the fourth was still at large. I can’t write more now, as it is
too hot, the post is just going and I want my lunch.”

On 3 November 1906, his father’s diary records Jack as being 
“gazetted to Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry” (“DCLI”), 
presumably on the disbandment of his battalion of the RGR (see
footnote 6 above). De Ruvigny has a different date, reporting 
that Jack was “promoted Lieut. Duke of Cornwall’s L.I. 17 Oct. 
1906”. It is likely that Jack was “gazetted” to the 1st Battalion 
DCLI as, in 1906, that battalion was in England and the 2nd 
Battalion was in Gibraltar; there is no evidence that Jack had 
been to Gibraltar and one surmises that, sometime before 
November 1906, Jack had returned to England and that his 
battalion of the RGR had been disbanded there (rather than 
somewhere overseas). 

There are no letters or diary entries about Jack after that of 
November 1906 until 29 August 1908, when the diary records 
that Jack was “seconded to West African Regt.” then, on 9 
September, that Jack had “reached Sierra Leone”. De Ruvigny 
states that Jack had been “with the West African Regt. from 29 



Aug. 1908 to 2 April 1913” so in this instance tallies with the 
diary.
 
The next surviving letter is dated 21 July 1910. By this date Jack
is with the West African Regiment on secondment, probably as 
part of the West African Frontier Force8, in Damballa, Sierra 
Leone. His role seems to have been more Colonial Official than 
infantry officer9.

“For the last month I have been on trek, marching 12 to15 miles each 
day and camping in a different village each night. I am writing a military
report on the roads, rivers, manners (none) and customs (beastly) of the 
inhabitants, etc. I started this morning at 5, when it was just getting light,
and now have finished my day’s march, the hour being 11. I have had my
bath and my breakfast is being cooked – 4 eggs, tinned bacon and half a 
cold chicken, followed by a pineapple and whisky & water. After 
breakfast I write up my daily lies and then sleep for an hour and shoot 
until dark. I am now, as far as I can make out as my present road has not 
yet appeared on the maps, about 90 miles from the line…..

All the Kings and Queens hereabout have played the game with me well. 
I am generally received…by the King and Queen in royal robes, a retinue
of gorgeously clothed courtiers and a man blowing a horn. The whole 
crowd sit round a ring while my corporal, a sound chap and I suspect a 
most appalling liar, explains who I am and how important it is that I 
should be treated with great honour. Sometimes I know he makes out I 
have come to collect tax but I am willing to be squared to let them down 
(off?) lightly. After some chat on the part of the king, two or three women
and slaves appear and clean out the best hut in the town for me, and the 
king sends me a fowl, eggs, rice or sometimes a goat (always returned 
with thanks). I then present him with tobacco or other “dash” and the 
audience is closed. In the evening people come and dance and play in 
front of my hut and by 8.30 I generally retire to roost, dead tired, and 
sleep till 4.30 when the same game begins again… I ought to be back in 
Freetown in about a week. I shall be quite sorry to lose my beard, in a 
month one can really produce something neat without being gaudy, but I 

8 The West African Frontier Force (WAFF) was a multi-battalion field force, formed by the British 
Colonial Office in 1900 to garrison the West African colonies of Nigeria, Gold Coast, Sierra Leone and
Gambia. In 1928 it received royal patronage, becoming the Royal West African Frontier Force 
(RWAFF).

9 In the manner of “Bones” in Edgar Wallace’s books about “Sanders of the River”! (Probably no 
longer available in Prep School libraries, but they were in 1963.)
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couldn’t appear in the mess in a beard… Well, so long and many thanks, 
your loving J.” 

According to his father’s diary, on 3 April 1913, “JEM rejoined 
his regiment at Kandahar Barracks, Kidworth” (the date again 
tallying with that in De Ruvigny). Whether this re-joining was 
from Africa directly or after some home leave is unclear.

When next we hear from Jack, in March 1914, he is in Hong 
Kong, and a Lieutenant in the 2nd Battalion DCLI10. This 
Battalion had been in South Africa from 1910-1913, when it 
transferred to Hong Kong. The 1st Battalion, meanwhile, 
transferred to The Curragh, in Ireland. It seems that Jack 
transferred from the 1st to the 2nd (and later references in his 
letters, concerning returning to his old battalion, support this 
supposition). His letter of 10 March is full of sports – regimental
“footer”, golf, bathing picnics and tennis; he also seems to be 
keen on shooting, particularly snipe. It seems also that life is 
somewhat frustrating – 

“There is a rumour today that we are not going to Tiensin11 in November 
but direct to India. I don’t care much where we go, as long as we don’t 
stay here. This place would be just tolerable if one had plenty of money, a
car and three ponies. The only people who have any boodle are the 
civilians, who are all well paid and practically run all the games, clubs, 
etc. on the Island. Every game …. is played on grounds belonging to a 
civilian club, which the unfortunate soldier has to join before he can 
play; there is only one service club … and that is on the mainland. I hope
there will be more snipe in the coming month … soon it will be too hot to 
shoot them. It is no joke walking for hours under a glaring sun through 
the most appalling mud you can imagine – black and stinking like 
nothing on earth; there are water buffalo too … they invariably charge a 
white man on sight and as a rule there are no handy trees on a snipe 
march to shin up. Well, bye bye, I must be off now to parade.”

10 2nd Battalion, Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry was formed in 1881 and incorporated the former 
46th (South Devonshire) Regiment of Foot, which had been raised in 1741. In his letter of 10 March 
1914 Jack refers to the officers of the 46th; presumably old habits died hard.

11 Tien(t)sin, nowTianjin, was the site in 1900 of the relief by an international force of besieged non-
Chinese and the defeat of the Imperial Army and Boxers, during the Boxer Rebellion.  The participants 
in the international “Eight Nations Alliance” - Austria-Hungary, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia,
the United Kingdom and the United States – were, of course, at war between themselves 14 years later.
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No doubt Jack’s view of what constituted “the most appalling 
mud” changed nine months later.

Jack was still in Hong Kong in May 1914, writing about the 
hunt for a wedding present (his elder brother Charlie, at home 
on a break from Malaya, had become engaged to Nancy 
Chapman in March and they were married in June, before 
returning to the Far East in July) and about the regimental 
hockey tournament (which his team won after extra time in the 
final). 

There are no more letters from Jack until January 1915. This is a
pity as Jack’s first experience of World War 1 was as a sailor!
 

Great Britain declared war on Germany on 5 August 1914; that 
declaration had been anticipated for some time, not least by the 
fleet on the “China Station”. Following what might have been 
considered to be a routine cruise, much of the “China Squadron”
returned to their base in Wei-Hai-Wei[1] on 26 July and, two 
days later, the fleet was ordered to prepare for war. 
 

Some of the fleet was in Hong Kong , where the dockyard went 
into overdrive to get all ships ready. At that time HMS Triumph,
a Swiftsure-class battleship, was undergoing a quadrennial 
survey and refit – a major service. Whilst the refit could be 
accelerated and the ship made ready to rejoin the fleet by 5 
August, a full naval crew – some 800 men - could not be raised. 
The crews of 12 gunboats were transferred and were 
supplemented by soldiers – specifically by 2 officers, 100 other 
ranks and 6 signallers from 2DCLI; the 2 officers were Capt. E 
B Ward[2] and Lieut. J E Marshall. 
 

The squadron of 12 ships of the Royal Navy, together with a 
French Cruiser, left Hong Kong at 6 a.m. on 6 August, so that, 
in accordance with orders, “hostilities” could commence at 8 

https://uk-mg42.mail.yahoo.com/neo/launch?.rand=djuuscuh443fp#_ftn2
https://uk-mg42.mail.yahoo.com/neo/launch?.rand=djuuscuh443fp#_ftn1


a.m. local time (and, of course, that specific time would still 
have been 5 August in Europe ). The squadron was led by HMS 
Minotaur, the flagship of Vice-Admiral Sir Martyn Jerram, but, 
following the separation of that ship and two other battleships to
seek to intercept the German battleship Emden (thought to be en
route from Tsingtau to Yap, in the centre on the Pacific), HMS 
Triumph, under Capt. Maurice S Fitzmaurice, led the bulk of the
ships – “the Northern squadron” -  as it steamed north toward 
Tsingtau[3] to watch German naval activity.
 

From 9 to 12 August the Northern squadron patrolled an area 
north of Shanghai but found that it needed to be closer to 
Tsingtau if it was to police activity there effectively. It was 
about to move in when signals were received indicating that 
Japan was about to declare war on Germany and would relieve 
the British fleet of the watch over Tsingtau. However, by 19 
August, the Japanese had not joined the war so the northern 
squadron closed on Tsingtau – the destroyers closed around the 
harbour, HMS Yarmouth (a light cruiser) lay 50 miles off the 
port entrance and HMS Triumph and the French battleship 
Dupleix patrolled some 120 miles out as “back-up”. Over the 
next couple of days the squadron intercepted and took over at 
least 4 German ships – naval cargo ships, carrying coal, cattle, 
mail and German civilians (of military age). HMS Triumph 
itself took the HAL Frisia.
 

Early on 23 August Japan did declare war on Germany and sent 
a naval squadron to patrol Tsingtau. The British handed over 
responsibility for all protection of trade north of Hong Kong to 
Japan and the ships returned to Hong Kong , after coaling at 
Wei-hai-wei. Jack and his colleagues of 2 DCLI disembarked 
from HMS Triumph on 24 August so had a naval career of three
weeks. Capt. Fitzmaurice reported that the military detachment 
had “carried out their seamen’s duties to such good effect that 
he forgot they were soldiers”. 
 

https://uk-mg42.mail.yahoo.com/neo/launch?.rand=djuuscuh443fp#_ftn3


After the war, Jack’s brother Henry ensured that medals Jack 
had earned were issued to his family. One of these, the 1914-15 
Star, was for those who served between 5 August 1914 and 31 
December 1915. Jack actually merited it twice as the powers 
that be in the Navy confirmed that soldiers who had served on 
HM Ships were eligible for a Star issued by the Navy, and his 
service in France and Belgium qualified him for the Army issue.
However, no-one received more than one and the medal was 
never adorned with a clasp to indicate where an individual had 
served.
 

It would have been nice to read Jack’s account of this three 
week period, but none exists.
 

So, having returned to dry land on 24 August, Jack was 
promoted Captain (his father’s diary records that Jack was 
promoted “at the end of August”, De Ruvigny says 30 August) 
and, about 4 weeks later (21 September), he and the battalion 
embarked on the troopship Nile to return to Europe . They 
disembarked at Devonport on 3 November and proceeded to 
Winchester , coming under command of 82nd Brigade in the 
27th Division, where they stayed until mid-December. 
 

The battalion is shown as landing at Le Havre on 21 December 
(and his father’s diary records that Jack left for the front on 18 
December, which date is also given by De Ruvigny for Jack 
joining “the Expeditionary Force in France and Flanders ”). 
Reading between the lines of the letters from the Front, it seems 
likely that Jack got to visit the family during 
November/December or, even, that some of them visited him in 
Winchester .[4]

https://uk-mg42.mail.yahoo.com/neo/launch?.rand=djuuscuh443fp#_ftn4


[1] Weihaiwei is a port in Shandong province of China and was leased by the British 
from China as a (small) naval base to back up Hong Kong and to provide a presence 
close to similar bases leased from China by first Russia and then Japan .

[2] Later Acting Lieut. Col. E B Ward CBE, he survived the war.

[3] Now Qindao but then, as an equivalent to the British Wei-hai-wei (and south of it),
a German concession on the Chinese coast.

[4] The War Diaries of 2DCLI, held at the National Archives at Kew, record the 
details of the move to France . The Batt. marched from Magdalen Hill Camp, 
Winchester , to Southampton on 19 December and boarded the SS Mount Temple. 
The ship sailed the following afternoon, arriving at Le Havre in the early hours of the 
21st. The Batt. left on a train  from Gare du Marchandise at midnight, passing through 
Rouen and St Omer before detraining at Arques and marching 3 ½ miles to billet in 2 
factories at Wardrecques (about 15 km w. of Hazebrouck), arriving at 00.30 on 23 
December. On 24 December there was a “route march” for about 4 hours. The 
construction of trenches began on 27 December; they were completed on 30th and on 
the 31st the men “entrenched” – and were also inoculated against “enteric”. However, 
Jack, along with two junior officers, had left 2DCLI at 1 p.m. on 30 December, being 
posted to 1DCLI.

In his letter of 3 January 1915 Jack indicates that he had been 
transferred “back to his old battalion who have had most of their
captains killed”. His letter of 10 January is sent from the 1st 
Battalion, DCLI, within 14th Brigade and the 5th Division and it 
seems that is the battalion with which he stays; his final letter 
refers to his being 3 miles from the 2nd Battalion. 

On arrival at the Western Front the 2nd Battalion, within the 27th
Division, were in the area between Aire and Arques in France. 

The 1st Battalion, within the 5th Division, had returned from 
Ireland and landed at Le Havre much earlier, on 15 August 
1914; they had been in almost constant action in both France 
and Belgium (in the battle of Mons and the subsequent retreat, 
the battle of Le Cateau, the battle of the Marne, the battle of the 
Aisne, the battles of La Bassee and Messines and the first battle 
of Ypres) so it is not surprising that they needed replacement 
officers. After Jack (re-)joined them they were not involved in 
further large-scale actions until the second battle of Ypres in 
April of 1915, after Jack had been killed. 

https://uk-mg42.mail.yahoo.com/neo/launch?.rand=djuuscuh443fp#_ftnref4
https://uk-mg42.mail.yahoo.com/neo/launch?.rand=djuuscuh443fp#_ftnref3
https://uk-mg42.mail.yahoo.com/neo/launch?.rand=djuuscuh443fp#_ftnref2
https://uk-mg42.mail.yahoo.com/neo/launch?.rand=djuuscuh443fp#_ftnref1


Until recently it was not known how Jack died. Because of the 
date it was known that he did not die in a major engagement and
best guesses of the circumstances included what might be called 
day-to-day skirmishes and harassment or patrols into no man’s 
land to assess enemy positions, all activities referred to in his 
letters.

Alternatively, it was suggested he might have died after the 
explosion of a mine laid under his trench by German tunnellers; 
his last letters record the suspicion that such a mine was being 
laid and a similar mine had been used very effectively a few 
days earlier against the 2DCLI only a few kilometres away. 
However, based on that precedent, had he died in such an 
explosion it is unlikely that his body would have been 
recovered. A random shell, a sniper or a skirmish during a patrol
seemed the likeliest.

Since members of the family made the trip to Belgium to mark 
the 100th anniversary of Jack’s death additional information has 
been obtained. A visit to the grave at the Kemmel Chateau 
Military Cemetery revealed that Jack was not only the sole 
member of the DCLI there but also that there were no other 
graves of men who died on the same day, 30 March 1915. A 
mine was therefore an unlikely explanation.

At the nightly Last Post Ceremony at the Menin Gate in Ieper 
(Ypres), during the year marking the 100th anniversary of the 
first year of WW1, members of The Last Post Association are 
reading brief stories of men who died in Belgium on that day in 
1914/15; on 30 March 2015 the soldier recalled was Jack. How 
and why Jack came to be chosen is as yet unclear but what was 
said revealed that Jack had in fact been killed by a sniper. It was
also stated that he was buried by his men, which would have 
been unusual, in the cemetery where his body lies today; this, 
too, might need confirmation. 



According to the probate records, Jack died at “Keminel”, in 
“Belgium Administration”. This place does not appear on maps 
and is actually Kemmel, near Ieper, where Jack is buried – in the
Kemmel Chateau Military Cemetery.

Although Jack had been in the army for 14 years or so at the 
start of WW1, exactly how much fighting he had experienced is 
not clear. Given the clasps on his South Africa medals it seems 
that he did experience combat in the 2nd Boer War, very early in 
his career, but little between 1902 and 1914; when he was in 
South Africa the war was largely of guerrilla or hit and run 
tactics rather than major battles, or trench warfare. So, although 
an experienced soldier, Jack was probably little more battle-
hardened than the newer recruits (such as his brothers Hal, 
Hans, Eve and, later, Russ). 

Nevertheless, his letters suggest that inexperienced officers, and 
territorials, were somewhat looked down on by old hands such 
as himself and he feeds off his experience, both overall and his 
then current trench experience, in advice to Eve (via Henrietta) 
about what he will need at the Front. One might consider his 
lack of respect for territorials somewhat unfair, given his own 
early military career.

In his letters Jack comes across as a middle class officer with 
traditional Edwardian values; he describes a new junior officer 
as “gentlemanly”, that virtue offsetting his youth, his stammer 
and the fact that he paraded in shoes rather than boots! He has a 
very British attitude to the French (and their lack of baths) and 
had a great interest in field sports, particularly shooting. 

It is tempting to conclude that Jack was one of those 
professional “blimpish” officers who were somewhat disparaged
by historians; however, the letters also reveal a man who did not
shirk his duties and who experienced the extremely unpleasant 
times without becoming disheartened, although not without 
expressing serious complaints either. He wrote about the 



nastiness of life in the trenches and his dislike of being shot at, 
but sometimes in the somewhat light-hearted way that 
camouflages deeper feelings and fears. Jack was, of course, 
writing when the war was still relatively new and the initial 
optimism and jingoism had not yet been eroded, at least not on 
the Home Front. 

Like his brothers, Jack did not conceal many of the nasty details 
of war and trench life from his sister, his mother or a lady called
Cicely Mander12 (from whom he received parcels and to whom 
he wrote on his last day). One wonders whether this was 
standard practice among the middle classes or were the 
Marshalls a particularly insensitive family?

It seems rather remarkable how in one letter Jack can cover the 
misery and nastiness of the war, switch to discussing the 
advantages of cake over shortbread and then moan (again) about
the bags that failed to get from Winchester to Sutton – see the 
letters of 2 and 8 March, for instance. Perhaps making such 
leaps of focus helps to keep one sane in insane conditions. 

There does not seem to have been anything very special about 
Jack. He does not even seem to have been an exceptional soldier
as he was not promoted young or, in his career, early. 

However, both the Last Post Association and De Ruvigny quote 
a letter sent to Jack’s father by General Maude13, which suggests
that Jack was not without special qualities. 
12 Eileen Cicely Mander, was the daughter of John H Mander, in 1915 the Chief Constable of Isle of 
Ely Constabulary. She was born in 1887 (in Newry) and served as a Nurse at the Cambridge Red Cross
Hospital at Ely, from October 1915 to August 1916 and also acted as a Motor Driver with the Norfolk 
Reserve from September 1918. In 1920, she married a wealthy South African, F. R. Phillips, the 
youngest son of Sir Lionel Phillips. Remaining in London she became, during the Second World War, 
Madam Chairman of the London Committee of the South African Red Cross from January 1943, a post
she held until her death in 1962 (her husband had died 20 years earlier). Although 2 years older, she 
may well have been a friend of Henrietta’s – who also served with the Red Cross during WW1.
13 Brig. Gen.( later Lieut. Gen., Sir )Frederick (F S, not J S as De Ruvigny and the Last Post 
Association have it) Maude had been promoted to Brigadier-General in Oct. 1914 and given command 
of the 14th Division, in which Jack’s unit served. He later took command of the 13th Division at Suvla in
August 1915, where Jack’s brother Eve served. He led that Division on to the campaign in Iraq, where 
he died of cholera in November 1917. In a letter of October 1915, Eve mentions that his mother had 
indicated that Gen. Maude had been Brigadier to his brother Jack on the Western Front; she was nearly 
right. Perhaps her mentioning of Maude was stimulated by the letter he had sent. 



“I just wanted as General Commanding the Brigade to bear 
testimony to the splendid work which has been done by your 
gallant son since he has been with us. It was not my good 
fortune to know your son intimately, but I had noted him 
especially on several occasions for his quiet unassuming 
manner, a characteristic which is often associated with more 
sterling qualities. He was in every respect a thoroughly capable 
and efficient officer; he fell as a gallant soldier at the head of 
his men, a brilliant example of personal bravery and devotion to
duty.”

A cynic might suggest that, certainly at that stage of the war, 
officers of the General Staff were employed to write such letters
for their generals; perhaps. De Ruvigny also quotes letters from 
more junior officers. Major H T Cantan14 wrote –

“He is a great loss to the regt., being a very smart officer, and 
one of my best company commanders, a man to whom I had 
hardly to express my wishes before the matter was done or 
placed in hand. He had always shown great bravery, and did 
not, I think, know fear. I only hope that my boys will grow up 
with the same pluck and endurance.” 

We know from his letters that Jack, like everyone else, did know
fear.

Capt. W T Brooks15 wrote –

“My regard for your son was sincere, and I admired greatly the 
way he handled his men under very trying circumstances. His 
loss to me is very great, and to our regt. of which we are so 
proud ….. I must say again what a severe loss we have suffered,
for your son was not only a fine officer, who looked well after 

14 Henry Thomas Cantan, later Lieut. Col. and awarded the CMG; killed in action 16 April 1916 and 
buried at Arras, France.
15 Walter Tyrell Brooks, 1884-1942, later Major and winner of Military Cross.



his men and feared nothing, but when out of the trenches he kept
people going.”

Those who attended Repton School and died in WW1 are 
remembered there and, for the anniversary, a display was 
arranged. The “board” on Jack quotes his father, who wrote –

“We are really quite happy about Dear Jack: we offered him 
long ago, and now he has been accepted. There were no pains 
in his death, it was quite instantaneous, and he looked for 
nothing higher than to die among his own men, who were 
devoted to him. His Commanding Officer tells me that he was 
the best company commander, and that the way he handled his 
men in the trenches was the admiration of the regiment. He got 
his promotion, though it wasn’t the majority he was told to 
expect, just two days before16.” 

Jack Marshall was respected by senior officers, those of his own
rank and, it seems, by his men. He was not heroic. He was, it 
seems, fairly typical of his background, his class and his 
experience and, again like many of his kind, he was not 
exceptional in dying before his 34th birthday, after barely 100 
days at the Front. 

16 I think Jack’s father may have been a little confused. Jack had become a Captain in August 1914 and 
Major would have been the next promotion. Jack had acted as CO – Major – whilst Cantan was unwell,
but Cantan was back before Jack died. 


