
 

 

 

 The Victoria Cross: Recipients with Wimbledon links. 

 The Victoria Cross was introduced by Queen Victoria on 29 January    

 1856 to honour acts of supreme courage during the Crimean War.  
  

 The highest military honour that can be bestowed on any serviceman,  

 or woman in the British or Commonwealth armed forces, the medal is  

 awarded solely for valour in the face of the enemy.  
 

 The First World War remains the conflict during which the greatest  

 number of V.Cs were awarded. 628 medals were given to 627  

 recipients. Tragically 159 of these awards were posthumous. 
 

 The Victoria Cross is not only highly prestigious, it is also the most  

 egalitarian award in the British Honours system and is issued regard 

 less of rank, age or social status. It cuts across class and background –  

 this is certainly true in the case of Merton's First World War V.Cs, who  

 range from a former draper’s assistant and a garden labourer’s son, to  

 an English rugby player, a scoutmaster and sons of the gentry. 
 

 Eight men with Wimbledon associations were awarded the  

 Victoria Cross for acts of valour between 1914 and 1918. Some were  

 born here, or chose to live and work in the area during their adult life;   

 others were laid to rest in Merton cemeteries.  
 

 Despite their different  backgrounds and experiences, they all showed   

 quick-thinking, devotion to duty, a will to serve their country and a desire  

 to protect their comrades at arms. In the face of extreme danger, they all  

 responded with valour – ordinary men performing extraordinary feats in  

 difficult circumstances. 

 

 



 

Douglas Belcher VC 



 

 Douglas Walter Belcher VC 

 

 Born in Surbiton, Surrey on 15 July 1889, Douglas was educated at the  

 Tiffin School in Kingston upon Thames until c.1903. After leaving school he  

 worked for the furniture makers Waring and Gillow. 

 

 During the First World War, Douglas enlisted in the 1/5th (City of London)  

 Battalion, London Regiment, also knows as the London Rifle Brigade. He rose to  

 the rank of Lance-Sergeant. 

 

 Douglas was awarded the Victoria Cross for valour shown whilst on active service  

 near Ypres, Belgium in 1915. He was then 25 years of age.  

 

 Lance Sergeant Douglas Walter Belcher, 1/5th City of London Battalion,  

 The London Regt. 

 

 On 13th May 1915, south of the Wieltje St Julien Road, Belgium, Lance Sgt.  

 Belcher was in charge of a portion of an advanced breastwork during continuous  

 bombardment of the enemy. The Lance Sgt, with very few men, elected to remain  

 and try to hold his position after the troops near him had been withdrawn and with  

 great skill he succeeded in his objective, opening rapid fire on the enemy, who  

 were only 150 – 200 yards away, whenever he saw them collecting for an attack.  

 This bold action prevented the enemy breaking through and averted an attack on  

 the flank of one of our divisions. 

                                                                                        London Gazette, May 1915 

 

 Douglas stayed in the army after the war and was later promoted to the rank of  

 Captain. He served in Mesopotamia [ now Iraq ] during the Arab rising of 1921  

 and later in Burma. He retired in 1922 but suffered from depression, or what was  

 then termed neurasthenia. It is possible that this may have been caused by his  

 experiences during the First World War. 

 

 Following the outbreak of the Second World War, Douglas rejoined his brigade but  

 was injured in 1940. 

 

 During the 1950s Douglas lived at 11 Alwynne Mansions, Wimbledon. 

 He died aged 63, in Claygate, Surrey and was buried at Holy Trinity churchyard.  

 He is also commemorated on the Tiffin School war memorial. 
  



 



 
William Ewart Boulter VC 
 
William was born in the Leicestershire village of Wigston Magna on 26hOctober 
1892. This area was strongly associated with the hosiery industry and many of 
the terraced redbrick houses were home to framework knitters and textile  
workers. It is possible that the Boulter family named their son after the famous 
Liberal politician, William Ewart Gladstone, who became Prime Minister for the 
fourth time just months before the child was born. 
 
Educated in the Wigston area, William enlisted at Kettering in September 1914 
and was amongst the first influx of volunteers following the declaration of war 
against Germany. He served in a Pals Battalion, the 6th (Service) Battalion, 
Northamptonshire Regiment and rose quickly through the ranks. Within six 
months he was promoted to Sergeant.  This was a testament both to his  
leadership skills and his qualities as an infantryman, particularly given that his 
disciplinary record was far from ideal. 
 
William's battalion was rapidly assigned to the 18th Eastern Division and was 
destined to serve the entire war on the western front. The early stages of the 
conflict were chaotic as there were few trained officers and NCOs to command 
the new volunteers. Equipment and organised billets were also scarce, however 
by the Spring of 1915, the Division was considered battle ready, embarking for 
Boulogne on May 25th. 
 
Boulter’s Division was involved in two major offensives on the Somme,  
The Battle of Albert ( 1 - 13 July 1916 ) and the Battle of Bazentin ( 14 July 
1916. ) He was awarded a Victoria Cross for valour shown during the capture of 
Trones Wood. 
 
BOULTER, No.14603, SERGEANT WILLIAM EWART. 
 
For most conspicuous bravery. When one company and part of another were 
held up in the attack on a wood by a hostile machine gun, which was causing 
heavy casualties, Sergeant Boulter, with utter contempt of danger and in spite of 
being severely wounded in the shoulder, advanced alone over the open under 
heavy fire in front of the gun, and bombed the gun team from their position. 
This very gallant act not only saved many casualties, but was of great military 
value, as it materially expedited the operation of clearing the enemy out of the 
wood, and thus covering the flank of the whole attacking force. 

 
London Gazette, 28th October, 1916 

 
Soldier, Albert Braithwaite's description of life in the trenches near Guillemont, 
Trones Wood, gives some idea of the horrors faced by William Boulter in 1916:  
 
We went into [the] front line trenches at round about midnight.  Went over the top 
at dawn the next day, it was sheer murder, we were mowed down like  

ninepins.  Me and another lad dropped in a four inch shell crater, we were curled  



 
together.  I was hit by a bullet on the steel helmet, they hit my rifle and bayonet, 
and they hit the thick part of the heel of my boot.  When the daylight began to 
fade, I saw some of the party creeping back… I was foolish, but lucky.  I ran 
back to the trench, I could feel the bullets rushing past me.  When I reached the 
trench, it was a shambles, dead, wounded and dying… “ 
 
Justly proud of their military heritage, the residents of Northampton were keen to 
recognise an act of supreme courage by a member of their local regiment.  
When William Boulter was awarded the Victoria Cross on 26 October, 1916, 
more than 20,000 people assembled in Abington Park to cheer his return.  
As part of the celebrations, members of the local Corporation gave a  
congratulatory address and presented Sergeant Boulter with a gold watch.  
From that point onward her was affectionately termed the "Gallant Steelback." 
 
In civilian life William Boulter had a successful career in the retail sector.  
He worked for companies such as John Lewis and Knight & Co, acting as  
Company Director for several prominent firms. He moved to Wimbledon in 1936 
and lived at 10, The Close, a property situated just off The Downs. 
 
William died on 1 June 1955, aged 62. His funeral took place at Putney Vale 
Crematorium and it is a mark of the respect with which he was regarded, that it 
was attended by the Mayor of Wimbledon, Alderman Withall; Sir Cyril Black, M.P 
for Wimbledon, plus many former comrades from the Northamptonshire  
Regiment.  

  

 William's ashes were scattered at a site opposite the East Lodge, near the  

 Kingston Road entrance to Putney Vale Cemetery, where a pathway was also  

 named Boulter’s Path in his honour. 



 

 

Maurice Dease VC 



 

Maurice James Dease VC 

Born in Coole, County Westmeath, Ireland on 28 September, 1889, James was 
the son of Edmund and Katherine Dease. The couple also has a daughter, Maud. 
The Dease family had lived in the same area for over 800 years and played an  
important part in the social and political life of Coole.  
 
Maurice was educated at Stonyhurst College, Lancashire and Wimbledon  
College, Edge Hill. This originated as a military academy, preparing students for 
future careers in the Army, the Navy or the Indian Civil Service. Maurice joined the 
Army Class, founded in 1898 and run primarily by the Jesuit Fathers.  
Most of the students later went on to train at famous military academies and  
Maurice attended the Royal Military College, Sandhurst. 
 
During the First World War, he enlisted in the 4th Battalion, Royal Fusiliers and 
achieved the rank of Lieutenant. He was the first serviceman to be awarded the 
Victoria Cross during the conflict. This was for an act of valour during fighting at 
Mons, Belgium. Maurice was then 24 years old. 
 
Lieutenant Maurice James Dease, Royal Fusiliers 
 
On the 23rd August 1914 at Mons, Belgium, Nimy Ridge was being defended by a 
single company of Royal Fusiliers and a machine gun section with Lieutenant 
Dease in command. The gun fire was intense and the casualties were heavy, but 
the lieutenant went on in spite of his wounds, until he was shot for the fifth time 
and was carried away to a place of safety where he died. A Private ( Gidley S F ) 
of the same battalion, who had been assisting the lieutenant while he was still able 
to operate the guns, took over and alone he used the gun to such good effect that 
he covered the retreat of his comrades. 

London Gazette, August 1914 
 
In his book The Royal Fusiliers in the Great War, H. C. O'Neill wrote: 
 
The machine gun crews were constantly being knocked out. So cramped was their 
position that when a man was hit he had to be removed before another could take 
his place. The approach from the trench was across the open, and whenever a 
gun stopped Lieutenant Maurice Dease... went up to see what was wrong. To do 
this once called for no ordinary courage. To repeat it several times could only be 
done with real heroism. Dease was badly wounded on these journeys, but insisted 
on remaining at duty as long as one of his crew could fire. 

 

 Maurice was buried at St. Symphorien Military Cemetery, Belgium.  
 His posthumous Victoria Cross arrived at the family home rather unceremoniously,  
 by post. Understandably upset, his mother wrote back to express her dismay and  
 this led to a change in official policy. Mrs. Dease was invited to receive her son's  
 medal from King George V and from that point onwards, all posthumous VCs were  
 awarded at Buckingham Palaces in the same way as those awarded to living  
 servicemen. 



 



John Henry Stephen Dimmer VC 

John (known as Jack) was born at 37, Gloster Road, Lambeth on 9 October 
1883. He was one of four sons born to railwaymen and former Royal Navy  
serviceman, John Dimmer and his wife, Ellen. By 1908 the family was living at 
Herbert Cottages, Herbert Road, Wimbledon. They later moved to 55a, Griffiths 
Road, by which stage Jack's father seems to have died.   
 
Jack was educated at Merton Church School until 1896, when he secured a  
Surrey County Council scholarship to attend the new Rutlish Science School, on 
Kingston Road, Merton Park. Here he studied a wide range of subjects from 
English grammar and mathematics, to French, German, shorthand, drawing,  
history and woodwork. The school also placed emphasis on “drill,” which may 
have had some bearing on Dimmer’s enthusiasm for the military. 
 
At the age of sixteen, Jack considered a career in civil engineering, before  
starting work at the surveying offices of H R Parson on Queen Victoria Street, 
London. He wanted to join the army but was initially rejected due to his small 
stature. Despite this initial setback, Jack’s enthusiasm for the military was  
undiminished. In 1901, having requested a half-day holiday from work, he joined 
the 1st Cadet Battalion, King’s Royal Rifle Corps ( Barnet Militia. ) By the age of 
seventeen, he had been promoted to the rank of sergeant. 
 
Having completed his cadet’s training, Jack returned to Wimbledon and  for a 
brief period, he worked in the surveying offices of auctioneers, Messrs Ogden, 
Sons & Olley on Wimbledon Broadway. Unable to settle, by July 1902 he  
enlisted in the army regulars and was posted to Cork with the 7th Battalion King’s 
Royal Rifle Corps. He was then promoted to the rank of Lance-corporal. 
 
In 1902, Dimmer was posted to South Africa with the 4th Battalion, King’s Royal 
Rifles and promoted to Corporal for his reconnaissance work in the Orange  
River Colony. He now spent several months with the Mounted Infantry at  
Salisbury Plain and was again complimented for the quality of his military 
draughtsmanship. His skill was such that in 1905, he was appointed to instruct 
the non-commissioned officers. In December his work as an infantry scout and 
signaller secured him a further promotion to Lance-sergeant. 
 
In January 1906, Dimmer sought to learn more about the military methods used 
in Belgium and France. He paid his own fare to visit the battlefields of Waterloo, 
before travelling to Cologne, where he studied German army tactics. On his  
return to England Jack joined the school for signalling, qualifying as an assistant 
instructor and later, instructor to army cadets at Aldershot. 
 
In November he began studying engineering, tactics, topography, military law 
and organisation, with a view to securing a captaincy. Having successfully  
qualified with a 1st class army certificate, ( averaging a 75% score in all  
subjects,) Dimmer was recommended for a commission. Rather mysteriously, he 
was now employed on Intelligence work in an unspecified country. His mission is 
said to have been a risky one and he was ultimately forced to flee the country 
concerned. 



 

In 1908 Lord Methuen, Commanding officer of the British forces, interviewed 
Jack and recommended him for an officer’s commission. Initially the request was 
refused, largely due to resistance amongst the upper ranks. However at the  
insistence of Secretary of State for War, Lord Haldane, the military authorities 
were forced to relent. Known as the most aristocratic regiment in the British  
army, the King’s Royal Rifle Corps was traditionally commanded by the sons of 
gentlemen. Now a 2nd Lieutenant in the 7th Battalion, Dimmer was the first 
“ranker officer” in the regiment’s history. 
 
Between 1908 and 1914, Dimmer served with the West African Regiment,  
carrying out special duties on behalf of the Colonial Office. War was declared 
shortly after his return on leave. Jack immediately rejoined the 2nd Battalion, 
King’s Royal Rifle Corps and left for France with the British Expeditionary 
Force. Life on the western front was dangerous from the outset and Dimmer’s 
family were anxious to hear that his duties “principally consisted of galloping  
between the guns and the lines of defence, which was a very risky business.” 
 
On 10 November 1914, Dimmer’s unit entered the line at Klein Zillebeke in  
Belgium. By this stage he was in command of a Vickers machine-gun section. 
The region had seen heavy fighting for over a month and the No Man’s Land  
between the opposing armies was littered with shell holes and unburied bodies. 
On 12 November, Jack performed the act of valour for which he was later 
awarded the Victoria Cross. 
 

Lieutenant J.H.S. Dimmer - King’s Royal Rifle Corps – 1914 Belgium 
 
On November 12th 1914, the 2nd Battalion was holding a section of trenches at 
Klein Zillebeke. Lieutenant Dimmer was in charge of the machine gun section. 
About noon there was a very heavy artillery bombardment followed by an attack 
in mass by the Prussian Guard supported by violent machine gun fire. Almost all 
of the machine gun section were hit, and Lieutenant Dimmer continued firing 
one gun single-handed. Twice he had to leave his emplacement to remedy  
stoppages, which he did successfully but each time he was wounded. He was 
wounded a third time by shrapnel but continued firing his gun and inflicting  
enormous casualties on the serried German masses who continued to advance 
within 50 yards of our trenches. Then they suddenly broke and ran, but  
Lieutenant Dimmer was wounded again by the German artillery covering the  
retreat. However he insisted, in spite of his wounds, in reporting personally to 
brigade headquarters.” 

London Gazette, 19th November, 1914 
 
Despite numerous wounds, Dimmer miraculously survived. It was whilst  
recuperating at Lady Rosslyn’s Hospital, Boulogne, that he learned of his award. 
He was later evacuated to England to recuperate and was sent to Southend. 
During this time the town was bombed by German Zeppelins, prompting locals 
to attack German-owned shops. It is a mark of Dimmer’s authority that he was 
able to control the situation and persuade the hostile crowd to disperse. 

 



 

By January 1915, Jack had been promoted to the rank of Captain. On 1  
January he was awarded the Military Cross for his actions in the latter part of 
1914. 
 
The people of Wimbledon were immensely proud of “their V.C.” and the local 
Corporation recommended that Dimmer should be granted the Freedom of the 
Borough. He wrote back with typical modesty: 
I...note that the Town Council desire to confer upon me the Freedom of the  
Borough. Whilst appreciating the great honour, I beg to decline the same. Too 
much publicity has been given to my name already and has caused me a great 
deal of worry and annoyance. To accept the Freedom would only bring further 
publicity and such is not in accordance with the conditions of the service. 
 
Shortly after receiving the Victoria Cross, Jack was promoted to the rank of  
Brigadier-Major in the 92nd Infantry Brigade and received further commendations 
for his bravery. In 1916, having relinquished his Staff appointment, he joined the 
3rd Battalion in Salonika, where he became Brigade Machine gunner to the 
10th Division. Despite contracting malaria, Jack refused to return home and  
opted to join the Salonika Flying Corps, where he qualified as an Observer.  
After this, his health deteriorated and he was sent back to England. 
 
In February 1917, Jack rejoined the 2nd Battalion, King’s Royal Rifles but was 
again invalided, following a bout of septic poisoning. Once recovered, he was 
appointed to command the 2/4th

 Battalion, Royal Berkshire Regiment.  
On 19 January 1918, Jack married Dora Bayley-Parker in Moseley, Birmingham. 
Her family owned the famous Axminster Carpet Company. The couple now 
bought a house in Wilton Grove, Merton Park. 
 
On 21 March 1918, Dimmer led his battalion into action near Marteville, not far 
from St. Quentin. The Germans were mounting a last ditch offensive and it was 
important to halt their advance. Dimmer was determined to lead the attack on 
horseback, in order to give confidence to his men. Despite the repeated pleas of 
his fellow officers, he refused to dismount prior to the main charge. A clear target 
on his white horse, he was shot in the head whilst issuing orders to his troops. 
He was 34 years old and had been married just 3 months.  
 
Jack was subsequently awarded a posthumous mention in despatches for his 
gallantry. The German’s buried him where he fell, however his body was later 
recovered by British forces and interred at the Vadencourt British Cemetery, 
France. His widow later married Leonard Canning, 4th Baron Garvagh. 

 

 Following Jack's death, Wimbledon council planned to erect a plaque in his  
 memory. A committee was established and there were discussions on how to  
 proceed but no further action was taken. In 1985, at a special ceremony attended  
 by Dimmer’s surviving nieces and nephews, a plaque was unveiled at  
 Merton Civic Centre, where it can still be seen today. Jack is also commemorated  
 on the King’s Royal Rifle Corps Memorial at Winchester Cathedral and the  
 Kingston Vale War Memorial.  



 

Harry Greenwood VC 



 

Harry Greenwood VC 

Born at Victoria Barracks, Windsor, Berkshire on 25 Nov 1881, Harry was the 
eldest son of Charles Greenwood and his wife Margaret. The couple also had 
eight other children 

A natural soldier, Harry had a distinguished military career. He served with  
distinction in both the 1st and 2nd Boer War, for which he received the  
Queen's South Africa medal with 4 clasps ( 1899 - 1902 ), having fought in the 
Cape Colony, the Orange Free State, Johannesburg and Diamond Hill. He also 
received the King's South Africa Medal ( 1902 ) with two clasps. In addition to 
this he was awarded the Distinguished Service Order and a Military Cross. 
 
By the First World War, he had risen to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in the  
9th Battalion, King's Own Yorkshire Light Infantry and in 1916 was made a  
Temporary Major. It was during the latter stages of the Battle of the Somme that 
he performed an act of valour for which he was awarded the Victoria Cross. 
 

Temporary Major ( Acting Lieut. Colonel ) Harry Greenwood DSO, 
MC. 9th Battalion King's Own Yorkshire Light Infantry 
 
For most conspicuous bravery, devotion to duty and fine leadership on 23/24  
October 1916. When the advance of his battalion on 23rd October was checked 
and many casualties caused by an enemy machine gun post,  
Lieutenant Colonel Greenwood single-handedly rushed the post and killed the 
crew. At the entrance to the village of Ovillers, accompanied by two battalion  
runners, he again rushed a machine gun post and killed the occupants. 
On reaching the objective west of Duke’s Wood his command was almost  
surrounded by hostile machine gun posts and the enemy at once attacked his 
isolated force. The attack was repulsed and led by Lieutenant Colonel  
Greenwood, his troops swept forward and captured the last objective, with 150 
prisoners, eight machine guns and one field gun. During the attack on  
Green Line, south of Poix du Nord, on 24th October, he again displayed the 
greatest gallantry in rushing a machine gun post and he showed conspicuously 
good leadership in the handling of his command in the face of heavy fire.  
He inspired his men in the highest degree, with the result that the objective was 
captured and in spite of heavy casualties, the line was held. 
During the further advance on Grand Gay Farm Road, on the afternoon of 
24th October the skilful and bold handling of his battalion was productive of most 
important results, not only in securing the flank of his brigade but also in  
safeguarding the flank of the Division. His valour and leading during the two 
days of fighting were beyond praise. 

London Gazette, 24th December 1918 
 
In 1919, Harry retired from the Army and resumed his career as a company  
director. He live at 77 Home Park Road, Wimbledon from 1930 onwards.  
During World War II, he served with the Pioneer Corps and was made an O.B.E 
in 1944. Harry died at his Wimbledon home on 5 May 1948. He was buried at 
Putney Vale Cemetery, where one of the pathways was also named  
Greenwood Road in his honour. 



 

 

Arthur Leyland Harrison VC 



Arthur Leyland Harrison VC 

Born in Torquay, Cornwall on 3 February 1886, Arthur was the eldest son of  
retired army officer, Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Harrison and his wife, Adelaide. 
He spent his early years living in Dover and was educated at Brockhurst  
Preparatory School, before attending Dover College. He trained as a Naval  
Cadet in September 1902 and progressed rapidly. In October 1908 he achieved 
the rank of Lieutenant. 
 
Arthur was a talented rugby player. He honed his skills at Dover College and  
later represented the Royal Naval College, Dartmouth and the United  
Services  Portsmouth. He featured in many Army versus Navy game and also 
made Club appearances for Hampshire. 
 
Arthur is known to have earned two England caps prior to the war and in The 
Rugby Football Internationals Roll of Honour, E.H.D Sewell wrote: 
 
It goes without saying that though past the age at which most men receive their 
first National Cap, he was so fit that he would have played many more times for 
England but for the War. His game was the sturdy, bustling type, and he was 
quite a good place-kicker. 
 
By 1914 family the Harrison family had moved to Waddon Cottage,  
160 Durham Rd. Wimbledon and Arthur's father died soon afterwards.  
Young Arthur was now a Naval officer, stationed on H.M.S. Lion, an leading  
battlecruiser with a crew of over 1000 men. The 30 ton steam turbine ship 
was armed with 24 guns and saw action in 3 major sea battles of the Great War 
– Heligoland Bight (1914), Dogger Bank (1915) and Jutland (1916). 
 
The first offensive was a North Sea battle on 28 Aug 1914, involving a surprise 
attack on enemy patrol boats west of the German base at Heligoland. The British 
were initially out-gunned, however when smoke and fog caused confusion 
amongst the warring vessels, the leading British ships joined forces with  
Vice Admiral Beatty’s 1st battlecruiser squadron. This included Arthur's ship 
H.M.S. Lion, Princess Royal and the Queen Mary. The Royal Navy fleet  
remained intact and lost 35 men, compared to German losses of 3 ships and 
715 men, plus the capture of a further 336. 
 
The German Navy responded to the defeat by staging a number of raids on  
British coastal towns, including Admiral Hipper's attacks on Scarborough, Whitby 
and Hartlepool. Much of the enemy shelling took place at 9am on 19 December, 
1914. Eighteen people were killed and the British public were outraged that  
enemy vessels could sail so close to home shores.  
 
Hipper now sought to lead a repeat attack on the British fishing fleet near  
Dogger Bank but his ship Blucher was intercepted by British battlecruisers, light 
cruisers and destroyers sent from Harwich. The Germans attempted to escape 
but Blucher was sunk and the flagship S.M.S. Seydlitz was badly damaged.,  
British indecision and misinterpreted signals left Vice Admiral Beatty's  
flagship, H.M.S. Lion open to attack. Hit several times, she was forced to retire 
from the main battle. Arthur Harrison was a Lieutenant on board the Lion and 
witnessed, at first hand, the highs and lows of the war at sea. 



 
In 1916, Rheinhard Scheer, commander of the German High Seas Fleet, sought 
to resume attacks on the British coast. However his coded messages were  
intercepted and the attack vessels were met with the full force of the British 
Grand Fleet, commanded by Admiral Jellicoe. The battle ran for two days from 
the 31 May, to 1 June. Beatty’s battle cruisers ( including H.M.S. Lion ) fought 
their weaker German counterparts, forcing the enemy ships to flee southwards. 
This was followed by a clash with German Dreadnoughts to the north. 
 

Having miscalculated the likely position of Jellicoe’s battle fleet, the German  
vessels pursued Beatty, but found themselves under direct bombardment from 
the British guns. An order to retreat came too late and there were heavy German 
losses. Arthur Harrison's ship Lion was one of several cruisers to pursue the  
retreating vessels through the night, inflicting lasting damage on the German 
fleet. Arthur was later mentioned in dispatches for his courage and leadership 
during the battle.  
 
During the Battle of Zeebrugge in April 1918, British storming parties were intent 
on capturing the Mole - a concrete structure which linked sea and shore, near 
the Bruges Canal. This would make it easier for Allied forces to stage a land and 
sea assault on the German bases at Zeebrugge and Ostend. Planned in great 
secrecy, the Zeebrugge raid was conducted by a fleet of 75 ships, including  
Harrison’s vessel, H.M.S. Vindictive, which had been stripped of all  
non-essential items in preparation for the attack. In addition to her giant guns, 
the battlecruiser was equipped with a cargo of howitzers, flame throwers and 
mortars for use by the storming parties. 
 
Three ancient British cruisers were due to be scuppered at precise locations, in 
order to block the entrance to Zeebrugge harbour. Unfortunately, the German 
gun batteries survived the initial British bombardment, hitting the ships before 
they reached the allotted site.   
 
Vindictive played a major part in the Battle of Zeebrugge in 1918, carrying naval 
storming parties alongside the Mole. The ship was carrying over 200 troops, who 
had been specially trained to stage an attack on the German batteries. A 
smokescreen was meant to shield their arrival, however this proved ineffective 
due to unexpected winds. Exposed to the full barrage of enemy fire, the ship 
moored at the wrong site and landing parties were forced to disembark in full 
view of the German machine-gun. It was amidst such chaos that Arthur Harrison 
performed the act for which he was later awarded a Victoria Cross. 
.  
Arthur Leyland Harrison, Lieutenant Commander, Royal Navy 
 
For most conspicuous gallantry at Zeebrugge on the night of the 22nd – 
23rd April, 1918 
 

 This officer was in immediate command of the naval storming parties embarked in  
 Vindictive. Immediately before coming alongside the Mole, Lieutenant Commander  
 Harrison was struck on the head by a fragment of a shell which broke his jaw and  
 knocked him senseless.  



 
Recovering consciousness he proceeded on to the Mole and took over com-
mand of the party, who were attacking the seaward end. The silencing of the 
guns on the Mole head was of the first importance and though in a position fully 
exposed to the enemy’s machine-gun fire, Lieutenant Commander Harrison 
gathered his men together and led them to the attack. He was killed at the head 
of his men, all of whom were either killed or wounded. 
 
Lieutenant Commander Harrison, though already severely wounded and  
undoubtedly in great pain, displayed indomitable resolution and courage of the 
highest order in pressing his attack, knowing as he did that any delay in silencing 
the guns might jeopardise the main object of the expedition i.e. the blocking of 
the Zeebrugge-Bruges Canal. 

 London Gazette, 17 March 1919 
 
Arthur was killed on his 32nd birthday and his body was never found.  
His posthumous VC was given to his mother Adelaide, who was still living in 
Wimbledon. Arthur is commemorated on a memorial at the Zeebrugge Mole.  
His name is also listed at Wimbledon Parish Church and on the Roehampton 
War Memorial.  



 
 



 

Gerald Robert O'Sullivan VC 

Born in Frankfield, County Cork, Ireland on 8 Nov 1888, Gerald was the son of a 
Lieutenant Colonel in the Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. 
 
He lived in Wimbledon for part of his younger life and was educated at  
Wimbledon College, Edge Hill. This originated as a military academy, preparing 
students for future careers in the Army, the Navy or the Indian Civil Service.  
Gerald or "Gerry "joined the Army Class, founded in 1898 and run primarily by 
the Jesuit Fathers. Most of the students went on to train at famous military  
academies. Considered a headstrong and controversial character, Gerald  
graduated in 1906 and later attended the Royal Military College, Sandhurst. 
 
Gerald was commissioned into the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers in 1909 and spent 
much of the next three years serving in China with the 2nd Battalion. By 1912 his 
unit was based in India but the men returned to England following the outbreak 
of World War One.  
 
In early 1915 the 2nd Battalion was sent to the Dardanelles for the Gallipoli  
campaign. The unit landed on 25 April and Gerald emerged from the assault  
unscathed, managing to distinguish himself during the first weeks of battle on the 
peninsula. He was awarded a Victoria Cross for valour during action at a position 
named Turkey Trench near Gully Ravine in early 1915. He was then 26 years 
old. 
 
Captain Gerald Robert O Sullivan, 1st Battalion, Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers 
 
On 1st July 1915, south west of Krithia, Gallipoli, Turkey, Captain O’Sullivan  
volunteered to lead a party of bomb throwers to recapture a vital trench.  
He advanced in the open under very heavy fire and in order to throw his bombs 
with greater effect, got up on the parapet, completely exposed to the enemy  
occupying the position. He was finally wounded but his example led his men to 
make further efforts which resulted in the recapture of the trench. Previously on 
18th and 19th June he had saved a critical situation [ in the same area ] by his 
gallantry and leadership. 

London Gazette, 1915 
 
Gerald was evacuated to Egypt for medical treatment, however he quickly  
recovered and returned to his unit on 11 August 1915. Tragically he was killed a 
few weeks later on 21 August. He died during a charge up Hill 70. part of the “big 
push” to seize Suvla Bay. The land gained by the Allies was later captured by the 
Turks and O’Sullivan’s remains were never recovered. His VC was delivered to 
his mother, who was then living in Dorchester. 
 
Gerald is commemorated on the Helles Memorial, Gallipoli.  


