7: Thomas Henry Bell

Basic Information [as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC]
Name as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC: Thomas Bell
Rank:

Battalion / Regiment:

Private
5% Bn. Cheshire Regiment
2307 Date of Death: 10 April 1915 29

Buried / Commemorated at: Ramparts Cemetery - Lille Gate, Ypres (leper), West Flanders, Belgium

Service Number: Age at Death:

Chester.

Additional information given by CWGC: Husband of Ann Elizabeth Snelson (formerly Bell), of 46, Cornwall St.,

Thomas Bell was, probably, the fourth child / third son of Neston blacksmith James and
Martha Bell. James Bell, a blacksmith from a young age, appears to have been raised by
his widowed mother, Ann, and he married Martha Barlow in West Derby in April/June
1878 and settled in Gayton where their first two children were born. By late 1883 the
family had moved to Neston - Edward Walter, their third child, was baptised here on 9
October 1883. By the time of the 1891 census they were living on Liverpool Road:
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1891 census (extract) — Liverpool Road, Neston
James Bell 39 blacksmith born Liverpool
Martha 36 born Heswall
Margaret 12 born Gayton
James 10 born Gayton
Walter 7 born Neston
Thomas 6 born Neston
William 5 born Neston
Elizabeth 4 born Neston

There is no record of a baptism for Thomas, born in July/September 1885, at the parish
church or for either William or Elizabeth. However, Amelia Bell was baptised 10 July
1890 but died soon afterwards. A son, George Bell, was baptised at Neston 24
November 1891 but was buried, aged 1 year 3 months, on 16 December 1892. Another
daughter, Martha, was baptised 12 February 1893 and she survived. Three further
children were born, each baptised privately (suggesting that they may have been weak
or sickly and were baptised at home) and two of these died:

Sarah Emma baptised 7 July 1894 survived (known as Emily)
Hannah baptised 3 September 1897 buried 6 September 1897 aged 9 months
Mary baptised 3 September 1899 buried 8 September 1899 aged 11 days
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James Bell, Thomas’ older brother, was killed in France on 22 March 1918 whilst

serving with the Royal Welsh Fusiliers [See 116: James Bell].

At the time of the 1901 census the family had moved to the Golden Lion Yard in the
centre of Neston (behind the present-day Concept Interiors opposite the Town Hall):
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1901 census (extract) — Golden Lion Yard, Neston
James Bell 48 blacksmith born Cheshire
Martha 43 born Cheshire
James 19 railway porter born Cheshire
Walter 17 farm labourer born Cheshire
Thomas 15 telegraph messenger born Cheshire
William 14 born Cheshire
Elizabeth 13 born Cheshire
Martha 9 born Cheshire
Emily 7 born Cheshire
John 6 born Cheshire

It is most probable that James Bell was a domestic, possibly agricultural, blacksmith and
was not involved in work at the colliery.

According to the newspaper reports, Thomas joined the Post Office on leaving school
and in the 1901 census was recorded as a telegraph messenger. It appears that he
progressed to be a postman in Neston before being transferred to Chester.

Thomas Henry Bell married Ann Elizabeth Dolphin at the Wesley Methodist Church, St
John Street, Chester in April / June 1910. Ann was a daughter of sawyer Joseph and
Mary Ann Dolphin; although the family originated from the Staffordshire / Shropshire
border they had moved to Chester by about 1894 and at the time of the 1901 census
were living at 7 Louise Street, a very small terraced property.

Ann Elizabeth Dolphin had been born in the small Staffordshire village of Gnosall,
approximately half-way between the towns of Newport (in Shropshire) and Stafford
and in the 1901 census she was recorded as a dressmaker.

At the time of the 1911 census Thomas and Ann were living at 29 Cornwall Street in
Chester (the street of terraced houses still exists, west of Chester Railway Station,
although that side of the road has been redeveloped) and Ann was expecting their first
child - Margaret Bell was born in April / June of that year:
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1911 census (condensed) — 29 Cornwall Street, Chester

Thomas Henry Bell
Ann Elizabeth

25
26

postman

Thomas and Ann had been married for less than one year.

born Neston
born Gnosall,
Staffordshire

-

A second child, Joseph P. Bell, was born in April / June 1913 and no further children are

known.

In 1911 James’ parents and unmarried siblings were still living at Lion’s Yard in the

centre of Neston:
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1911 census (extract)

James Bell 58
Martha 53
James 29

William
John

24
17

Martha 18

— Golden Lion Yard, Neston

blacksmith (own account)

general labourer

general labourer

apprentice blacksmith
(assisting in the business)

born Liverpool

born Heswall
born Heswall
born Neston
born Neston

born Neston

James and Martha had been married for 34 years and nine of their fourteen children had survived.

According to the newspaper reports Thomas Bell joined the 1/5" (Earl of Chester’s)
Battalion Territorial Force on the outbreak of war and “...had been about seven weeks
at the front when he was shot in the back by a German sniper whilst digging in a

trench.’
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The 1/5% (Earl of Chester's) Battalion, a Territorial Battalion, was formed in Chester on
4 August 1914 as part of the Cheshire Brigade, Welsh Division, and was stationed at
Volunteer Street, south of Pepper Street, in the city. It is known that Thomas enlisted in
Chester and he is listed as a member of ‘C’ Company led by Captain C A Price and
Captain G W C Hartley.

On mobilisation they moved to Shrewsbury and Church Stretton but by the end of
August 1914 had moved to Northampton. In December 1914 they moved again, now to
Cambridge. On 14 February 1915 the Battalion left Cambridge in three trains for
Southampton where they embarked on three ships which, in early evening, moved to
Southampton Water to join a large convoy of other troop ships. The convoy, with a
naval escort, crossed the Channel that
night and early the following morning

On 15 February 1915 they formally left
y the Welsh Division and landed at Le

* Havre and moved, in very cold weather,
to a large tented rest camp overlooking
the town. Over the next days they

" remained at the camp where the men

~ were issued with their equipment and
heavy goatskin jerkins.

Orders were received to move on 17

R e I,

The British Army camp at Rouelles near Le Havre,
March 1916 [Imperial War Museum photo]
[Source: www.longlongtrail.co.uk/battlefields/
gazetteer-of-the-western-front/gazetteer-of-the-
western-front-le-havre-and-harfleur-base/

February and after lunch the Battalion
marched to the railway station and boarded
trains (these appear to have been cattle
waggons) at 6.40pm, although their

destination was then unknown to the men.

On Thursday 18 February, at 5.30pm, the train arrived at Bailleul where the men were
billeted in glasshouses which had been used for vine cultivation.

The following day, 19 February, they joined the 14" Infantry Brigade of the 5" Division,
under the command of Major-General Sir Thomas Lethbridge Napier Morland ! and
marched to Neuve Eglise, via Dranoutre, in continual rain. They stayed in billets at
Neuve Eglise until 23 March and, using the derelict trenches on the lower slopes of the
Messines Ridge to the east, received training in trench warfare. However, Neuve Eglise
was shelled regularly during the daytime so training was removed to the outlying farms
and, on 23 March, the 1/5%" Battalion moved northwards to replace the Royal Irish
Rifles in the poorly-maintained trenches to the east of Kemmel.

! This was in the 2™ Corps (commanded by General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien) of the 2" Army (which was under the
command of General Sir Herbert Plumer). Other than the 1/5% Cheshire Regiment, the 14" Infantry Brigade contained the
1°t Battalion Devonshire Regiment, the 15 East Surrey Regiment, the 1t Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry and the 2™
Manchester Regiment.
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On 5 April - Easter Monday - the Battalion was relieved by the 2" Battalion Royal Scots
and the troops moved to billets in huts near Dickebush and, on 7 April to Ypres where
both ‘C’ and ‘D’ Companies were kept in reserve.

The route from Ypres to the trenches ran along a dreary
stretch of road to Chateau I,ankhof, which had a great reputation
for ‘‘ overs,’’ and thence along the Canal Bank to Spoilbank,
which was a cutting through which the ¥pres-Commines Canal
ran, with high and well-wooded banks on either side. Here was
accommodation for Battalion Head Quarters and one Company in
support, in rather uncomfortable shelters excavated in the bank,
the Battalion Dressing Station being at Chester Farm, on the
opposite side of the Canal. The trenches were about three-
quarters of a mile in front. No. 27 when first taken over was
more of the nature of a sandbag breast work, with little trench or
parados, the distance to the German trenches varying from 60 to
100 yards. The German trenches were on the crest of the hill,
and ours on the up slope, and it was evident that they had been
gradually constructed where a battle had ended. ‘There were a
number of dead men buried very lightly in the trenches, which
made any improvements in many parts almost impossible. There
were practically no shelters, and those that did exist merely gave
cover from weather and not from fire. Reliefs were worked by
two companies going into the line and two companies resting at
Ypres in reserve. On April 17th a great mine was exploded
by the British, followed by an attack on Hill 60, a little to the
north, the Companies in the line assisting in the scheme of attack
by vigorous supporting fire on the enemy trenches in front.

At this period ¥Ypres was being heavily shelled day and
night with high explosive and incendiary shells, and the Cavalry
Barracks had to be evacuated. The Companies at Ypres moved
to bivouacs near the Canal, and set up trench bivouac sheets, but
in consequence of the shelling spreading, these also had to be
evacuated, and a move was made to a Factory on the outskirts
of the town, and later further out still to bivouacs at Kruisstraat.

The War Record of the 1/5t (Earl of Chester’s) Battalion, The Cheshire Regiment
Lieut.-Col. W. A. V. Churton DSO, TD The Naval & Military Press Ltd 2009 (original pub 1920)

The first encounters involving the 1/5'" Battalion were the opening battles at Ypres, The
Battle of Gravenstafel (23 - 24 April) and The Battle of St Julien (24 April - 4 May) and
the preparations described above were in readiness for these actions; it was here,
within the Ypres Salient, that Thomas Bell was shot in the back by a sniper on 10 April
1915 when he was returning from digging trenches.
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The War Record of the 1/5t" (Earl of Chester’s) Battalion, The Cheshire Regiment
Lieut.-Col. W. A. V. Churton DSO, TD The Naval & Military Press Ltd 2009 (original pub 1920)
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The Ypres Salient before and
after the Second Battle of
Ypres, April - May 1915.

[Source:
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maps.htm]

From January 1915 a
stalemate situation
existed between the
Allied and the German
armies. The Allies sat
firm in a defensive semi-
circular Front Line
running from the
northeast, east and
southeast of Ypres. The
occupation of this
ground east of Ypres
pushed a bulge, called a
“salient” in military
terms, into the German
Front Line here. To the
advantage of the Allies
it forced the Germans to
provide extra
manpower to hold a

longer section of Front Line. However, a serious Allied disadvantage here was that the Germans had
knowingly secured relatively good positions along the edges of this salient. From the south of Ypres
there is a naturally occurring spur of high ground which continues around the eastern side of the town
of Ypres. It runs generally in a north-easterly direction creating a ridge of slightly higher ground from
Messines in the south to Passchendaele in the north. [http://www.greatwar.co.uk/ypres-

salient/battles-ypres-salient.htm]

The newspaper reports in 1915 record that Thomas and family were living on Talbot
Street in Chester (there is some discrepancy between the house numbers given) when
he was killed - this row of small terraced housing is only a very short distance from

Cornwall Street where they were living in 1911.

Following his death Thomas’s widow, Ann Elizabeth Bell, remarried and continued to
live in Chester (46, Cornwall Street), just a short distance from where she was living
with Thomas in 1911. Ann married Thomas E. Snelson, at Chester, in April / June 1921
and their first, and only, child - William A. Snelson - was born at the end of the year.
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Thomas Edward Snelson was recorded, in the 1911 census, as being a gunner with the
56" Company Royal Garrison Artillery, then based in Curepipe, Mauritius. Born in

Chester, he was then aged 21.

Thomas BeII s grave at Ramparts Cemetery
- Lille Gate, Ypres, Belgium [ CWGC photo]
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Army Reglsters of Soldiers' Effects, 1901-1929

In June 1919 the army paid outstanding credits — mainly remaining wages — to soldiers or, in the case of
those who had died, their family or nominated representatives. At the same time a War Gratuity was often

paid.

Thomas Bell had accrued no outstanding credit but a War Gratuity of £3 was received by his widow, Annie
E. Bell. This is approximately equivalent to a labour value (ie wages) of about £450 in 2016.

The War Gratuity was introduced in December 1918 as a payment to be made to those men who had
served in WW1 for a period of 6 months or more home service or for any length of service if a man had
served overseas. The rules governing the gratuity were implemented under Army Order 17 of 1919 but the
amount paid was related to the length of war service.

At the time of the 1939
Register (29 September)
Thomas’s brothers, William
and John, were living at 7
Talbot Gardens, off Burton
Road. William (born 3
November 1886) was a
domestic gardener and John
(born 23 August 1895) was a
‘blacksmith, heavy worker’.
William had never married
but John was widowed —
details of his marriage have
not been found. It is believed
that William died, aged 56,
on Wirral in late 1943. It is
believed that John died on
Wirral in mid-1951 aged 55.
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Chester Chronicle - Saturday 24 April 1915
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Of Thomas's other siblings,

- Margaret - nothing is known after 1891 when she was aged 12.

- Walter - baptised as Edward Walter Bell on 9 October 1883 he was recorded, in
the 1911 census, as a police constable in the police station at Colne, Lancashire.
He was single, aged 27. He died, on Wirral, in early 1938 aged 54; it is not known
whether he married.

- Elizabeth - in 1911, aged 22, she was a domestic housemaid in the home of
Alfred Eugene Mathewson, the managing director of an engineering company at
Hale, Cheshire. Nothing further is known of her.

- Martha - nothing further is known of her.

- Emily (Sarah Emma) - in 1911 she was a general domestic servant at the
Shrewsbury Arms (in 2018 the Hinderton Arms), Hinderton Road. In early 1923
she married Walter Wentworth Gates (born 23 March 1899). Walter died in the
Birkenhead area in mid-1975 but nothing further is known of Emily.

The 1939 Register records that Ann Snelson, Thomas Bell’s widow (born 11 May 1884)
was still living at 46 Cornwall Street, Chester. Her husband, Thomas . Snelson (born 23
September 1889) was recorded as ‘ganger, railway engineering maintenance staff.’
Ann died, aged 71 in Chester, in early 1956 and Thomas Snelson died, aged 55 in
Chester, in early 1945.

James Bell, Thomas’s father died in April / June 1929, aged 77. Martha, Thomas’s
mother, died in July / September 1938 aged 80.
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