THREE FRIENDS OF WILFRED OWEN

Among Owen’s group of pre-war friends was a number who, like Owen, were destined not to survive the Great War.  One of them was Andrew (‘Bill’) Bulman, whose mother was a close friend of Susan Owen.  Lt Bulman, 25 years old, and known in the regiment as ‘Bullers’, was killed on 12 July 1915 in a disastrous attack on the Turkish trench line in Gallipoli, whilst serving with the 4th Bn King’s Own Scottish Borderers. Major Walter Forrest, known as ‘Wattie’ - a highly regarded Scottish International Rugby player of the same battalion, who was engaged to ‘Bill’ Bulman’s sister, Blanche - was also in action in the Peninsula with the battalion.  Before they were relieved by the Royal Naval Division, the battalion had suffered over 500 casualties, including 18 officers.  Survivors tell that at first Roll Call just 70 men answered their names, out of a total of 700 who took part in the attack.

Later the battalion was in action in Palestine, again suffering heavy losses; and it was during an attack near Gaza, that Major Forrest, 37 years old and a holder of the Military Cross, was killed on 19 April 1917. Blanche never married. The Regimental History describes the impact of the losses in these two battles as ‘for the Lowlands of Scotland – two Floddens ’.  (Was the famous Scottish pipe tune ‘Flowers of the Forest’ played, I wonder?)

2nd Lt Ivor Williams was a son of the Deputy Town Clerk of Shrewsbury and at school Ivor and Wilfred had been great friends.  As Kenneth Simcox points out in his book Wilfred Owen: Anthem for a Doomed Youth, it is surprising that Lt Williams’ death in action in Gallipoli on 7 January 1916 was not mentioned in any letters written either by Wilfred or by his mother, despite the death being fully reported in the Shrewsbury Chronicle newspaper.

Lt Williams was in the 3rd Bn King’s Shropshire Light Infantry attached to the 4th Bn South Wales Borderers.  On 7/8 January 1916, the British Army evacuation of the whole of the Gallipoli peninsula was coming to an end. At that time, the 4th Bn were west of the famous landmark – the Vineyard – and came under a very heavy Turkish bombardment lasting four hours. Immediately afterwards, the battalion could see a line of bayonets showing above the enemy parapet.  A few Turkish soldiers appeared and promptly came under fire.  It was during this bombardment that Lt Williams was wounded.  Given orders at the Regimental Aid Post to leave the front line, he nevertheless insisted on returning to the survivors of his platoon where, with less than a dozen of his men, he was killed helping to cover his battalion’s withdrawal to the beaches where lighters were waiting to take them to the evacuation ships.  He was 22 years old.

The two lieutenants have no known grave, but their names can be found on the panels of the Helles Memorial, together with the names of the other 20,838 soldiers and sailors who lie in unmarked graves throughout the Peninsula.  Major Forrest is buried in Gaza War Cemetery.               
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