
The Brothers Luke Remembered

I've not generally researched World War One because those in my family who were of 
relevant age were mainly employed on the home front, manning coal mines and canal 
boats.  Only one person I knew took part, but he never spoke about it, and his records  
seem to have been lost or damaged beyond legibility.

LOCAL HEROES OF THE BATTLEFIELD

This headline is from the Walsall Observer and South Staffordshire Chronicle, Saturday, 
6  May 1916.   The  article  included pictures  of  several  young  men including  “Private 
Arthur Leeke, Northumberland Fusiliers, Howdle's Cottages, Brownhills”.

I found this in a general trawl of articles about Howdles Cottages in old newpapers via 
Findmypast.  But there was something odd.  Leeke is not a name that fits, but Luke is, 
and I wondered if a handwritten report could be misread - some people's "u" can look 
like "ee".  Sure enough, Arthur and Herbert Luke are among those commemorated on 
the south face of the cenotaph at the parish church of St James, Ogley Hay.

St James, Ogley Hay South face of cenotaph



Ten days later the Birmingham Gazette reported that "Private Arthur Luke, 1st. Batt. 
Northumberland Fusiliers, of Howdles Cottages, Brownhills, who has been missing, is 
now reported to be dead."

There seemed to be a story here, so I explored this further.  Finding Arthur in the 1911  
census was easy enough.  He was 19, a miner, with parents Edward, also a miner, wife 
Martha and siblings at Howdles Cottages.  No sign of Herbert.

Back to 1901 and there was the family at Howdles Cottages, including Herbert, aged 15.  
It turns out that in 1911 Herbert was lodging with another Luke family at New Town. 
His occupation was banksman, a colliery job.

Herbert Luke

The Lichfield Mercury, 14 Dec 1917, reports that:  "Official news has been received by 
Mrs E Luke, of Howdles Cottages, Watling Street, Brownhills, that Pte. Herbert Luke (32), 
Devonshire Regiment, has been killed in action.  Luke enlisted in November 1903 in the 
Northumberland Fusiliers and then joined the Hussars, with whom he served in South 
Africa, until  the outbreak of the present war."  [So why does he appear in the 1911 
census at New Town and working at the pit?]

It continues:  "He went with his regiment to France in October 1914, and in August of 
this year was transferred to the Devonshire Regiment.  Pte. Luke had two brothers in 
the Army, namely Arthur Luke, of the Northumberland Fusiliers, who was killed in action 
in  June 1915,  and Walter  Luke,  South  Staffords,  who has  only  recently  rejoined his 
regiment after having been wounded and gassed."

Walter survived the war.  In 1902 he married Mary Ann Robinson.  The 1911 census 
reveals they had 7 children all deceased.  Walter died in 1956.  As was the norm, he was  
awarded the British War and Victory (BW&V) Medals.

1st Battalion Devonshire Regiment

Private Herbert Luke served in the 1st Battalion of the Devonshires  for which the war 
diary is available through Ancestry.  These diaries were written up daily, in remarkably 
neat handwriting, so  a picture could be drawn up of the sort of things Pte Luke was 
doing.   Many entries  simply report the battalion's  location, movements to and from 
hospital,  and  several begin  with  “Nothing  of  importance  happened”.   Mostly,  they 
waited, or marched.  It has been said that: “war is ninety nine percent boredom and one 
percent sheer terror”, and it seems Herbert found this out for himself.

On 16 August 1917, it says 69 other ranks joined, maybe this included Herbert Luke?



From war diary of 1st Battalion Devonshire Regiment
On 21 August  the battalion was relieved and moved to Kitchener Camp,  still  in  the 
trenches.  On 9 September they marched to Ambrines, a small village about 14 miles 
west of Arras, Pas de Calais department.

Over the next days they seemed to do a lot of marching and parading and arrived at 
Houlle,  about 18 miles south of Dunkirk,  where they billeted in several  farmhouses. 
Then marched to Meteren,  where most  billeted in outlying farms,  the remainder in 
tents.  They were then bussed to Ridgewood, from where they marched to “canal bank”, 
then to Brigade HQ at Sanctuary Wood about two miles east of Ypres.  Although during 
this time they saw no major front line action there was still a steady stream of trips to 
and from hospital in ones and twos.

However, on 4th October they attacked enemy positions and reached their objective, but 
were forced back by  heavy rifle and machine gun fire from Polderhoek Chateau, and 
although the artillery held off the enemy there were killed 4 officers and 52 other ranks, 
wounded 5 officers and 189 other ranks, and missing 2 officers and 50 other ranks. 
After consolidating their positions the battalion was relieved on 6 October.

Polderhoek Chateau 1917
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For several days  the battalion remained in camp at Westoutre, just across the Belgian 
border, where on 20 October they received 50 reinforcements.

Once again they found themselves in action at Sanctuary Wood, west of Polderhoek 
Chateau on 29 October, so any ground won had been lost.  Casualties were light on that  
occasion.

On 30 October, from 2 a.m. onwards, the battalion came under heavy shelling and a 
further 11 were killed and 16 wounded, with 1 missing.  After this, they retreated to 
Bedford  House,  from  where  they  moved  into  position  for  attacks  on  Polderhoek 
Chateau and the Mound to the south of the Chateau.  That was on 5 November.

Images from war diary of 1st Battalion Devonshire Regiment
Only the officer casualties were named in the diary.  It appears Pte Herbert Luke was 
one of the missing 11 other ranks.  It is reported that he was killed on 6 November 1917, 
the last day of the 3rd Battle of Ypres.  He is commemorated at the Tyne Cot Memorial 
(panel 38-40) near Paschendaele.

The UK Army Registers of Soldiers Effects, 1901-1929, via Ancestry, for Herbert Luke 
records that he had £7 10s 2d.  This and a gratuity of £19 were to be paid to his father, 
Edward.



Bellewaarde (1st battle), also known as Hooge

This is very near to where Levi Cooper saw action - see David Evans' piece - 
https://brownhillsbob.com/2011/10/30/levi-a-personal-history-the-final-chapter/

The war diary of the Northumberland Fusiliers is available online and transcribed here: 
http://bellewaarde1915.co.uk/history%20diary/northumberland%20diary.htm.  Among 
the  detail  it appears  Pte.  Luke  was  assigned  to  W  Company,  which  was  initially 
successful in attacking the German front lines, but was then forced back by severe fire  
from reinforcements with heavy casualties.  No 6083 Luke, A, W Company is reported as  
missing on 16 Jun 1915, one of 119 casualties in W company alone.  [Yet his death was  
not confirmed to Mrs Luke until six months later.]

A battlefied map is reproduced online that appears to be from the battalion war diary.

It appears Private Arthur Luke was among the 90,000 who were never found and he is 
commemorated along with his comrades at the Menin Gate, Ypres (panels 8 and 12).

The UK Army Registers of Soldiers Effects, 1901-1929, for Arthur Luke records that he 
had £7 4s 6d.  This and a gratuity of £5 were to be paid to his father, Edward.

By Andrew Dennis, M.A., 27 September 2016.
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