82: Thomas Pemberton Swift
Basic Information [as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC]
Name as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC:

Thomas Pemberton Swift

Rank: Lance Corporal
Battalion / Regiment:

Carrier Pigeon Service Royal Engineers

Service Number: 346888

Date of Death: 05 August 1918

Buried / Commemorated at:

Tehran Memorial, Tehran, Iran

Age at Death:

36

Additional information given by CWGC: The son of Thomas B. and Hannah Swift, of The Cross, Neston and
the husband of Mary Alice Wright (formerly Swift), of Laburnum Farm, Willaston

Thomas Pemberton Swift was born in Childer Thornton in late 1882, the eldest of the
four children of Thomas Bennett and Hannah Swift. ‘Pemberton’ was a family name.
Thomas Bennett Swift married Hannah Binner of Birkenhead at St Paul’s Church,
Birkenhead, in late 1881; Hannah was a daughter of blacksmith Edward and Hannah
Binner and in the 1881 census Hannah jnr, 20, was recorded as a domestic servant in
Birkenhead.
Thomas Bennett Swift was a son of butcher Pemberton and Martha Swift of Parkgate;
in 1881, shortly before his marriage, Thomas (23, butcher) was living with his married
brother, also Pemberton Swift (27, butcher) on Chester Road in Childer Thornton.
Thomas Bennett Swift, and his brother, Edward Bennett Swift, went on to establish
shops in Neston (on The Cross, where Thomas was living in April 1891, and in Little
Sutton:

1891 census (extract) – The Cross, Neston
Thomas B. Swift
Hannah
Thomas P.
Martha
Edward B.
Hannah L.
Fanny Binner
Sarah L. Roberts
Sarah E. Evans
Henry B. Swift

34
29
8
6
3
4 months
19
25
14
16

butcher

sister-in-law, dressmaker
boarder, milliner
general domestic servant
nephew, butcher’s assistant
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born Parkgate
born Birkenhead
born Childer Thornton
born Childer Thornton
born Neston
born Neston
born Tranmere
born Rhyl
born Sale, Manchester
born Parkgate

In 1911 Thomas jnr was still living with his parents and unmarried siblings on Neston
Cross, although he moved to Hadlow Terrace, Willaston, later in the year:

1911 census (condensed) – The Cross, Neston
Thomas Bennett Swift
Hannah
Thomas Pemberton
Edward Bennett
Martha
Hannah Lilley
Henry Bennett Swift

54
49
28
23
26
20
36

butcher
assisting in the business
butcher’s son, work in business
joiner
assisting in business
assisting in business
nephew, single, butcher

born Parkgate
born Birkenhead
born Childer Thornton
born Neston
born Childer Thornton
born Neston
born Parkgate

Thomas snr and Hannah had been married for 29 years and all four children had survived.

Thomas jnr married Mary Alice Powell at
Neston Parish Church on 26 December 1911
and it appears that they moved from Neston to
5, Hadlow Terrace, Willaston at that time.
Mary was the daughter of farmer (deceased)
Walter Scott Powell and, a cashier, was 28;
Thomas was 29.
Thomas and Mary (who was known as ‘Mollie’
/ Molly) are believed to have had two children:
5 Hadlow Terrace, Willaston
[photo : http://www.rightmove.co.uk/]

Thomas Pemberton Swift born 28 October 1912
Walter Charles Swift
born 29 June 1914
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Thomas attested for the 4th Battalion South Lancashire Regiment in Neston on 6
December 1915 when he was aged 33 years 1 month. He was described as being a
‘butcher & farmer’, 5ft 9¼ins tall,
weighing 147lb (10½ stone / 66.8 kg)
and with a 39-inch expanded chest. His
physical development was said to be
‘very good’ and he had two scars on his
right forearm. On joining he was given
the Service Number 6328 and it was
noted that he had already served with
the ‘Old Volunteers’, a name commonly
ascribed to the Territorial forces 1.
Thomas Pemberton was mobilised on
Thomas Pemberton Swift [‘Pem’] and family, in c1910
28 September 1916 and on 28
[Source : Ancestry.co.uk]
November was posted from the 4th
Battalion South Lancashire Regiment to the 6th (Service) Battalion. This battalion had
been formed in Warrington in August 1914 as part of Kitchener’s First New Army and
they sailed from Avonmouth in June 1915 landing at Cape Helles (Gallipoli) in July
before moving to Mudros.
The troops had landed at Anzac Beach on 4 August 1915 but, with the other
formations, were evacuated from Gallipoli and went to Egypt via Mudros on 20
December 1915. As Thomas did not enlist until a year later he fortuitously missed the
shambolic action in Gallipoli but, embarking at Devonport on 3 December 1916 for
India, disembarked in Bombay (now Mumbai) on 3 March 1917, probably having
landed and served some time in Mudros en route.
Thomas appears to have been attached to Depot 8 at Hebbal, on the northern side of
Bangalore and, on 8 March 1917, he was appointed as Acting Corporal. His stay in India
was short-lived as, on 28 May 1917 he embarked at Bombay for Basra, Persia (now
southern Iraq) where he disembarked on 5 June. For reasons unknown, on this same
date, his rank reverted to Private and he joined ‘D’ Company, a formation of the
Mesopotamia Expeditionary Force, in the field.
On 11 July Thomas was admitted to the 41st Field Ambulance, Royal Army Medical
Corps, suffering from ‘P.U.O.’ - Pyrexia (a fever and high temperature) of Unknown
Origin, a condition which could be the result of numerous diseases such as
tuberculosis, endocarditis, gallbladder disease, viral, bacterial, fungal or parasitic
infection, or even cancer.
Thomas spent some time recuperating in several field hospitals before, on 16 August
1917, being discharged to the Base Advanced Depot at Amara (now Amarah).
1

It is recorded also that he had previously had the Service Number 36982.
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A month later, on 12 September 1917, he rejoined his unit at Abu Tamat and, on 6
November, was appointed as an unpaid Lance Corporal.
In May 1918 Thomas was compulsorily transferred (‘in the interests of the service’ on
the orders of the Deputy Adjutant General [D.A.G.]) to the Carrier Pigeon Service:

Thomas now had a new Service Number, 346888 - when he first enlisted, in the 4th
Battalion South Lancashire Regiment, his number was 6328 but this was changed to
368982 when he transferred to the 6th Battalion - and he was now with the Royal
Engineers. In fact, his transfer to the RE appears to have taken place in March 1918
when, on one month’s probation, he moved to the Office of the Director of Army
Signals & Telegraphs in General Headquarters 2 in Baghdad.
On the date when Thomas joined the Carrier Pigeon Service - 7 May 1918 - he was
appointed as a paid Lance Corporal but his earlier health problems persisted and, on 2
August 1918, he was admitted to the 20th Field Ambulance (the location of this is
unknown but it may have been near Basra) where, the following day, he was reported
to be ‘dangerously ill’ with heat
exhaustion. Two days later
Thomas Pemberton Swift died; he
had served for 2 years 243 days, 1
year 155 days being outside
Britain.
Following the death of Thomas his
widow, Mary Alice, was awarded a
pension of 25s 5d per week for
herself and their two children.
In June 1920 Mary’s address was
recorded as being ‘Stores House’,
Willaston and, towards the end of that year, she married Ernest A Wright (born 1 April
1893) at Christ Church, Willaston, and moved to ‘Laburnum Farm’ in the village. Ernest
and Mary were at the same address at the time of the 1939 Register (29 September);
Ernest was a master butcher and farmer and Mary (born 2 December 1886) was a shop
assistant. With them was Winifred Mary Wright (born 13 August 1921), single, a
butcher’s cashier. One other line of the Register entry has been redacted - this was
probably the entry for their second daughter, Jean who was born in mid-1926.
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Birkenhead News – Saturday 31 August 1918

Royal Engineers Motorcycle Rider & Carrier Pigeons

It is not clear why, if Thomas died in
Iraq (then Mesopotamia), that he is
commemorated on a memorial at
Tehran in Iraq (then Persia).
By June 1920 Thomas’s brother,
Edward Bennett Swift (born 1
September 1887), had also moved
to Willaston and was living at
‘Neston Cottage’. Edward, 25,
married Mary Norman (also 25,
born 5 February 1887) at Neston Parish Church on 16 October 1912 when his
occupation was recorded as carpenter although the word ‘butcher’ had been written
and then scored through. Mary was a daughter of Little Neston builder Thomas Henry
Norman.
At the time of the 1939 Register the family was living at 28 Port Causeway, Bebington,
where Edward was a house joiner.
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Martha Swift (born 24 June
1884) had married Little Neston
builder Frederick Norman on 27
September 1915 and was living
on Riverside, Ness. They appear
to have had two children,
Frederick Maurice Norman
(birth registered early 1920,
died unmarried 23 August 1962)
and Vera (born 16 October
1923). At the time of the 1939
Register (29 September)
Martha, a widow (Frederick had
died in Liverpool, aged 47, on
16 February 1931) was living at
‘Oaktree’, next to the Normans’
builders’ yard in Little Neston.
Unmarried Vera, a typist at a
soap and glycerine
manufacturer’s, was with Martha; Vera married Allen Michael Daly at Neston Parish
Church in mid-1949.
Martha Norman died on 23 May 1959 aged 74.
Allen Daly died on 22 January 1992, aged 40, and Vera died on 16 August 2002 aged 78.
They are buried at Neston Cemetery.
Hannah Lilley Swift married Alfred Bamford, an insurance clerk from Ness Holt (but
born in Burton) at a Civil Marriage on Wirral in late 1919 and was living on Church
Road, Neston.
Thomas Bennett Swift, Thomas’s father died in early 1927 aged 70 and Hannah, his
mother, died in early 1932 aged 71 in Neston.
Thomas Pemberton Swift jnr, Thomas’ eldest son, died in the Birkenhead district in
early 1990 when he would have been 77. Born on 28 October 1912 he has not been
located in the 1939 Register but he married Hilda Ashton at Christ Church, Willaston, in
mid-1942.
His second son, Walter Charles Swift (born 29 June 1914) died in the Birkenhead area in
May 1999 when he would have been 85. Walter, then 25, married Dorothy Wilcoxon
(aged 26, born 15 October 1912) of Puddington at Burton Parish Church on 7 August
1939; Dorothy’s father was builder Robert Wilcoxon and one of the witnesses was
Walter’s brother, Thomas. No children of Walter and Dorothy have been identified.
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At the time of the 1939 Register, when Walter was recorded as a master retail butcher,
they were living at Elm Farm in Burton.
Thomas Pemberton Swift snr was honoured also on the War Memorials at Christ
Church, Willaston, and at the Willaston Royal British Legion 2.

Liverpool Echo – Wednesday 14 August 1918

Army Registers of Soldiers' Effects, 1901-1929
In Summer 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. In July 1919 Thomas’s widow, Mary Alice, received two payments of outstanding wages - £8 10s 11d
and £17 1s 10d – from the army and a War Gratuity of £10 10s. This, a total value of £35 12s 9d, is
equivalent to a labour value (wages) of around £5500 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.

2

At the time of writing, this has been closed and the site is scheduled for housing.
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The Royal Engineer Signals Service (RESS) on The Western Front
The British did not have a separate Corps of Signals in the Great War and at the outbreak of
war in August 1914 all the British Army’s signalling/ intercommunication requirements were
met by the Royal Engineers Signal Services (RESS) that was formed in 1908. The
communication services that were available to the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in late
1914 can be summarised as follows:
Visual signalling

Long used by the army in the form of fire-beacons, semaphore, and the
heliograph
Telegraphy
Duplex [two-way] telegraphy; a relatively new invention dating from 1870
Telephone
But initially only at the senior command level
Dispatch Riders The use of motorcycle dispatch riders had just begun in 1914
Runners
Battalion level message carriers - often susceptible to high casualty rates
Wireless
Wireless sets - radios - were also being introduced in 1914, but their bulky
and fragile nature made portability difficult
Pigeons
Front Line coded message carriers from late 1914
Military Postal Service
All these services except the battalion runners, and some of the visual signallers, were
provided by the RESS.
By 1915 increasing importance was given to pigeons carrying coded messages from the Front
Line to the battalion HQ and beyond. Originally the British Army on the Western Front did
not have any messenger pigeons, but in September 1914, the French provided a nucleus
aviary of 15 pigeons from which was developed a bird strength of thousands: 12,000 pigeons
were deployed at the First Battle of the Somme in 1916 and, by 1918, 20,000 birds were
available for duty.
Training the pigeons and caring for them were not easy tasks, and the British Expeditionary
Force issued official guidelines for the men working in the Carrier Pigeon Service. Advice
given included:
'Experience has proved that pigeons very quickly become accustomed to shell-fire,
which does not appear to disturb them at all in their lofts. It thus becomes possible to take
pigeons much closer to the firing line. This is usually done by means of the employment of
mobile lofts.'
'In fine weather, the birds need exercise at least twice a day. Once outside the loft
they should take exercise and not be allowed to sit about when not on the wing, otherwise
this will become and acquired habit and will lead to slowness in entering the loft when
returning with a message.'
'The young pigeons, known as "squeakers", should be ready for service work when
three months old. At this age good strong young birds will be ready to accomplish flights of
from 10 to 50 miles in the field.'
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