Frank Young VC — 18" September 1918

In the early afternoon of 18™ September 1918 the 1% Battalion Hertfordshire Regiment found
themselves occupying the frontlines with a series of ‘posts’, slightly to the southwest of the French
village of Havrincourt. The Herts utilised a two company frontage (No 4 on the left and No 3 on the
right), with the other two companies in support and reserve (1 & 2).

The Disposition of the leading companies can be seen in the following sketch by Lieut H.J Knee, a
Platoon commander with No 3 Company:




When superimposed onto a modern Satellite image, the Battalion line can be accurately mapped on
modern ground.
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The boundary between the two frontline companies was a ‘barricade block’ at the junction of the
Battalion line and ‘Femy Line’ (arrow). No 4 Company, commanded by Frank Young, occupied the
area north of this line, with No 3 Company occupying the area south of the line. German’s held
trenches to the east, their main line being in Chapel Wood Switch (black line). Unusually, as the line
occupied by the Herts and the Germans opposite had been part of the same system (German
Hindenburg Line), the two trenches were still linked by communication trenches, hence the Herts
using a barricade block on the ‘Femy Line’.

As previously seen, the positions occupied by the Herts at this time did not consist of a single line,
but of dedicated posts. The southern posts hinged on two large mine craters (40 feet across and 20
feet deep) about 200 yards apart. Beyond the right-hand crater (southern end of the Herts line) was
a Liaison Post between the Herts and the 1% Essex Regiment on their southern flank. To the north,
with Frank Young’s company, the line ended with a junction just to the East of Triangle Wood in ‘Star
Trench’ which joined to a Battalion of the Northumberland Fusiliers.

The unofficial Battalion history, written after the war but never published by Colonel B J Gripper,
records the following on the afternoon of 18 September:
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The report here suggests that Frank Young’s incredible bravery occurred north of ‘Triangle Wood'.
His Victoria Cross citation meanwhile states only ‘south-east of Havrincourt’.

All we know at this point is that somewhere in the confused fighting, Frank was last seen fighting
against “a great number of the enemy”.

The following letter, written by a Batman of one of Frank’s fellow Officers many years after the war
in 1979, provides further information:




This fascinating account provides more detail of Frank’s heroism that day in releasing two Stretcher

Bearers from captivity. However, we are still not sure exactly where this happened along the Herts
front lines.

Fortunately, several other accounts exist which can help get a clearer picture of the story and
situation that day. The first, and most detailed, comes from the recollections of Lieut H J Knee, of No

3 Company, immediately to the right of No 4 Company, who also wrote about that day some years
after the war:













Following this summary, we have the single most authoritive testimmony of the actual location that
Frank was in that day:




Armed with this new information, we can return to the various maps, including one drawn by Knee
himself.

Triangle
Wood

Here, we clearly see the junction between Femy Line and Star Trench, as well as the block over
which Frank climbed to continue his counter-attack. It seems likely that the two stretcher bearers
were being led eastwards down Femy Trench, back towards the block, when Frank surprised them.
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On the previous trench map/satellite overlay, we can identify the correct junction between Femy
Line and the (unnamed on the map) Star Trench — blue arrow.

Furthermore, we can take the relevant information contained in the witness testimony and project
the trench lines onto a zoomed in version of a modern satellite image and thus identify the location,
both of Frank’s rescue of the prisoners and probable site of his death.

With the information at hand, it would seem that the above is the most accurate account of Frank’s
last moments.




Helpfully, and after the previous map had been compiled, a sketch map drawn up by Captain
Whitfield, 1% Herts, provides the following information. His maps is drawn from the view that the
Herts themselves had (north to left, south to right):
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The small note towards the top of the page reads ‘X point where Lt Young’s body was finally found —
nearly in the German line’.

This corresponds directly to a position slightly beyond ‘Post 5’, the barricade block that Frank had
leaped prior to his death. With
this information at hand, and
various corroborating sources,
we can finally pinpoint, with
certainty, the exact spot where
Second Lieutenant Frank Young
was killed.







With the question of where Frank was killed now concluded, we come to the equally difficult
question of what happened to Frank’s body.

Various sources exist detailing the discovery of Frank’s body. Private Harrison stated in his letter in
1979 that Frank’s body “was later found by Engineers”.What we do know is that initially Frank’s
body was not seen. Despite the fact that that the ground lost had been re-taken within a few days,
the uncertainty seems to have continued.

A report states that:

On 27.09.1918 a party of men from the 1/5 th Manchester’s found Franks body on the edge of Havrincourt
Wood. He had been killed by shrapnel wound in the head and his death must have been
instantaneous.The party buried the body where they found it and a rough cross was placed over the grave,
having identified him from correspondence in his pockets. Those who knew him were not surprised when
they heard of his valiant and distinguished end on the battlefield. He was a man not given much to speech
but he had a certain quality of simplicity and directness.

Whilst it is not known whether it was a unit of Engineers or 1/5"" Manchesters who first found Frank’s body,
it was believed to be on 27" September 1918. It is however, almost certain that Frank’s body had already
been moved at this time.

It appears that at some unknown time Frank’s body had been moved, possibly by the Manchesters or by
others unknown, to a position further in the rear of the British lines (around 1 mile west). Despite indicating
that a cross had been put on Frank’s grave, it appears that his identity and burial location had been lost for
a period of time until a family friend, an Officer in the 2" Battalion Wiltshire Regiment, presumably
searching on the request of Frank’s father, wrote the following letter to Frank Young Sr:




Intriguingly, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission recently published files that relate to the burial
and re-burial of fallen servicemen, including concentration reports. In Frank’s case the report leaves
several questions.

Also, notable in previous accounts is that to date, it has been believed that Frank died as a result of a
Shrapnel wound to the head. With the new information available, we can fairly confidently say that Frank
was in fact shot in the head, not hit by shrapnel, although, of course, this cannot be certain.



This report identifies the exact location of the discovery of Frank’s body by a Graves Registration unit. It
gives reference K.26.D.3.2 as the location. It also states that he was identified by a cross marking his

grave. The location can be traced today to this spot (red flag):




The discovery of Frank’s body at this location (at least a mile from where he was killed) is somewhat
surprising, and poses questions that today we cannot answer about this movement. Without first-hand
accounts, this information could also raise questions about the actual location at which he was killed.
Fortunately, the weight of evidence helps us to avoid the possibility, as we can be almost certain that Frank
died just beyond the barricade he defended so well. Whatever the reason for the move, we do know that
his body was once again discovered, this time by Lieutenant Males of Stevenage, who by now was aware
that Frank had earned the Victoria Cross, decided he would like to repatriate Frank’s body. His letter to
Frank Young Senior states:

“I sought and obtained permission to remove the remains to a more fitting resting place in a certified British
Cemetery. This was done by a selected party of our men under my personal supervision. The remains
were removed on a limber covered with a Union Jack and re-interred with all the respect due to our gallant
Hertfordshire hero in Hermies Hill British Cemetery. The original cross was replaced at the head of the
grave and this noble and well-loved officer and soldier now rests in a sacred plot of British ground in the
centre of France, surrounded by others of his fellow countrymen”




