
22) 25830 Private Ernest COLEMAN 
(St Mary’s Aldermaston) 
  
Kia 15/09/16, Age 25 
C Coy, 1st Bn Leicestershire Regiment 
 
Born Padworth 
Enlisted Oakham, Rutland 
 
Awarded: British War Medal 
  Victory Medal 
 
Date arrived in theatre of war: not known 
 
 The end of the first month of the Battle of the Somme coincided with the arrival of the 
first ‘Derby Men’ on the western front. With the numbers of volunteers reducing and the 
increasing casualties, a form of ‘conscription’ was introduced at the end of 1915. Here men 
would be forced to ‘attest’ i.e. be ‘willing’ to serve if called upon to do so. The ‘need’ was 
immediate and this ‘voluntary attestation’ was in fact ‘conscription’ by another name. 
 
 The records show that Ernest Coleman did not arrive in France until after 1st January 
1916 and had joined a regular (1st) battalion of the Leicestershire regiment already long 
established in France. It is possible he was such a ‘conscript’ and could therefore have been 
thrown directly into the raging Battle of the Somme at some stage in late July. 
 
 The 1st Leicestershire had only arrived on the Somme on 5th August having just left 
the Ypres Salient. On their final day, the battalion avoided a dreadful accident when part of 
the train they were travelling on broke away and rolled backwards, thankfully a pointsman 
noticed in time and was able to divert this part into a siding where it came to rest against 
buffers, thus saving many lives. 
 
 They spent the remainder of August 1916 in the now ‘quiet’ Beaumont Hamel 
trenches (an objective of 1/7/16, not taken until November) and ‘resting’ behind the lines in 
Mailly Wood. On 30th August they, along with other battalions of their brigade, were taken 
further behind the lines for several days of intensive training for an upcoming new offensive 
on the Somme. This was scheduled to take place on 15th September and would become 
known as the Battle of ‘Flers-Courcelette’, the villages on either end of the line that would be 
attacked. This battle would go down in history, not by the name of the battle, but by virtue that 
‘tanks’ would be used in action for the very first time… 
 
 …Deep dugouts, well reinforced trenches, barbed wire, dedicated defending troops 
with machine-guns had all meant that direct frontal attacks against trenches, even preceded 
by artillery bombardments of various types as well as the use of gas – rarely succeeded. 
What was needed was a method to get through barbed wire, across trenches and be 
effectively impervious to rifle/machine-gun fire. The ‘tank’ was the answer. Having seen what 
these tanks could do, General Haig called for a 1000 of them by the start of August 1916 
when he had originally wished to start the attack on the Somme. He got less than 50 by the 
start of September. Their weight and engines meant they would be very slow and unreliable. 
Delays had been caused not only through manufacturing problems, but by transportation. The 
two side sponsons each containing 6lb guns made the tank too wide to fit through French 
railway tunnels, hence they had to be taken apart, transported and reassembled before use. 
However these few would be used on 15th September.  
 

The battalion war diary contains very extensive details of the plans for the attack the 
battalion was due to make from positions around Ginchy, amongst these is a simple sentence 
from 13/9/16 about these ‘secret’ weapons: 

 
‘9) A number of TANKS will cooperate in the attack.‘ 
 



Too few in number and often too prone to breaking down, their actual contribution to 
this very successful action was small compared to that of the attacking infantry battalions. 
However, it was the shock-factor of seeing these tanks ‘walk’ through the enemy lines with 
ease and causing the Germans to abandon positions they would normally have held that 
gives this battle its well-deserved place in history. 

 

 
 
British ‘Tank’ moving up on eve of the Battle of Flers-Courcelette 14/9/16 

 
Here then is the story of the 1st Leicestershire with Ernest Coleman (in ‘C’ Company) 

as part of it on this day: 
 
 15th September 1916:  
 

The CO decided to attack with D & B Coys in the front line with D on the left and B on 
the right. A and C Coys formed the second line with A on the left and C on the right. 

 

 
 

Trench map showing the area of the attack 15/9/16 NE of Ginchy 



 
Two Lewis Guns accompanied each company and two were left in Reserve with 

Batn. H Qrs. The Bombing Squads of 10 each were also formed in each company – Those 
squads carried the full amount of bombs whilst every man also carried 2 Mills No.5 (one in 
each pocket). The fighting strength of the Batn. Going into action was 23 Officers (including 
Medical Officer and Chaplain) and 643 Other Ranks. 

 
At 5.50am, two enemy aeroplanes appeared above us, but did not stay long – about 

this time also a TANK was noticed on our right, moving quietly up to the enemy’s front line – 
on arriving there he immediately opened fire with his machine-guns enfilading the German 
trench on either side. He was very heavily fired on by the enemy’s machine-guns, which 
apparently had no effect, as he still continued his movements and firing – nothing further 
happened till ZERO (6.20am), when the attack commenced. 

 

 
 

British troops moving up – Ginchy, September 1916 
 
The leading Coys at once advanced at the walk in four lines at 30x distance between 

lines. A heavy machine-gun fire was instantly opened by the enemy upon…The Support Coys 
followed on in the same formation 300x in rear of the last wave of the leading Coy. Batn. Hqrs 
moved immediately in rear of the last of the Support Coys. The mist and smoke were terribly 
thick and allowed no observation by the Support Coys and Batn Hdqs as to exactly what was 
happening to the leading Coys. Owing to this (mist etc) a slight … occurred? in direction…the 
right and left, under orders to keep in touch, with units attacking on Right and Left moved with 
these units thereby causing a small gap near our centre. This was instantly filled up by 
Support Coys. The enemy barrage opened up too late to do any harm as the whole of the 
Supports had crossed the road moving due south from GINCHY (the place where the barrage 
was directed) before the barrage commenced. Batn. Hqrs had by this time moved into a shell 
hole about… Throughout the advance, the Batn suffered very heavily from machine-gun fire. 
The Batn. had not gained its objective being held up by very heavy fire at the very start and 
undamaged wire met in front of the trench leading from NW corner of the QUADRILATERAL 
(a strongpoint hitherto unknown). 

 
A Coy immediately entrenched itself on a small ridge about… Efforts were made to 

locate the exact position of B, C & D Coys. It was found that B & C were entrenched 
about…had lost very heavily and were quite unsupported. D Coy had lost heavily also and the 
remainder (D Coy) were still advancing with the Guards – occupying shell holes between our 
new position and the German line (a few of the latter came in under cover of darkness). 

 



 
 

Approximate position held by ‘C’ Coy at the end of the attack on 15/9/16 (Ginchy on 
left) 

 
Good connection was kept with the Contact aeroplane by means of flares and ground 

sheets throughout the day. 
 
Great difficulties were experienced in keeping touch with Brigade Headquarters owing 

to the impossibility of using means of visual signalling and the heavy barrage kept up 
throughout the day making it impossible for a runner to succeed in getting through. In the 
latter, Pte PARRY (A Coy) did excellent work getting through and returning safely no less 
than 3 times during the day. He was finally detained by Bde HQ after a fourth journey. 

 

 
 

View from C Coy starting positions, between here and the group of trees lies the 
‘Quadrilateral’ – a German strongpoint – it is here that Ernest Coleman fell… 

 
Throughout the day the trenches were improved and by night every one had more or 

less good cover. A Coy and Bn HQ were subjected to heavy shell fire throughout the day. 



At dark B & C Coys were moved up and our new line was continued to the right and 
left. 

 
The night was quiet except for very heavy sniping in front of C Coy. 
 
In the attack, one line of trenches and a communication trench (in course of 

construction) were crossed without any serious opposition – these were occupied by the 7th 
Bavarian Regt. No prisoners were taken. 

 
The 1st Leicestershire would hold their captured positions the next day and were 

relieved on the 17th September. 
 
Of the 23 Officers taking part in this attack 6 were killed and 7 wounded. Of the 643 

Other Ranks taking part in the attack 118 would be killed, 221 wounded and 32 missing. A 
total of 384 casualties (57.7% of those attacking). 

 

 
 
100 years on, two British Mills No.5 Bombs found at ‘Flers-Courcelette’ 
 
The fate of Ernest Coleman is not known, he being one of the 23 men of C Company 

who lost their lives this day. His body was either not found or identified; his name is therefore 
commemorated on: 
 
THIEPVAL MEMORIAL, France, Pier and Face 2 C and 3A 
 
SON OF JOSIAH COLEMAN, OF PADWORTH, READING, BERKS 
 



THIEPVAL MEMORIAL 
 

 
 
Location Information 
 
The Thiepval Memorial will be found on the D73, next to the village of Thiepval, off the main 
Bapaume to Albert road (D929). 
 
Each year a major ceremony is held at the memorial on 1 July 
 
Historical Information 
 
On 1 July 1916, supported by a French attack to the south, thirteen divisions of 
Commonwealth forces launched an offensive on a line from north of Gommecourt to 
Maricourt. Despite a preliminary bombardment lasting seven days, the German defences 
were barely touched and the attack met unexpectedly fierce resistance. Losses were 
catastrophic and with only minimal advances on the southern flank, the initial attack was a 
failure. In the following weeks, huge resources of manpower and equipment were deployed in 
an attempt to exploit the modest successes of the first day. However, the German Army 
resisted tenaciously and repeated attacks and counter attacks meant a major battle for every 
village, copse and farmhouse gained. At the end of September, Thiepval was finally captured. 
The village had been an original objective of 1 July. Attacks north and east continued 
throughout October and into November in increasingly difficult weather conditions. The Battle 
of the Somme finally ended on 18 November with the onset of winter. 
 
In the spring of 1917, the German forces fell back to their newly prepared defences, the 
Hindenburg Line, and there were no further significant engagements in the Somme sector 
until the Germans mounted their major offensive in March 1918. 
 
The Thiepval Memorial, the Memorial to the Missing of the Somme, bears the names of more 
than 72,000 officers and men of the United Kingdom and South African forces who died in the 
Somme sector before 20 March 1918 and have no known grave. Over 90% of those 
commemorated died between July and November 1916. The memorial also serves as an 



Anglo-French Battle Memorial in recognition of the joint nature of the 1916 offensive and a 
small cemetery containing equal numbers of Commonwealth and French graves lies at the 
foot of the memorial. 
 
The memorial, designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens, was built between 1928 and 1932 and 
unveiled by the Prince of Wales, in the presence of the President of France, on 1 August 
1932 (originally scheduled for 16 May but due to the death of French President Doumer the 
ceremony was postponed until August). 
 
The dead of other Commonwealth countries, who died on the Somme and have no known 
graves, are commemorated on national memorials elsewhere. 
 

 


