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Nearly everyone is aware of the Royal British Legion through its annual Poppy Appeal

and the Remembrance Sunday Services in November but not so many know how it came into

being or that 2021 marks its Centenary.

The Great War from 1914 to 1918 was supposed to be the “War to end all Wars” such

was the horror of it.  It had a devastating effect on the lives of servicemen and their

dependents.  So many members of our Armed Forces were killed or wounded and so many

families lost their breadwinner.  It is not difficult to imagine the suffering the war caused and

how much people hoped there would not be another.

During those war years four organisations were created.  They all represented the rights

of soldiers, sailors, ex Servicemen, their widows and dependents.  The largest, “The Comrades

of the Great War” was formed in 1917 and was non political whereas the other three hoped to

improve the lot of those they represented by political means.

Thanks largely to the efforts and persuasive powers of Earl (formerly Field Marshall)

Douglas Haig and Frederick Lister, a campaigner for amalgamation, the four organisations

were brought together in 1921 after a series of exploratory discussions and agreed to unite: in

the aftermath of War it had become apparent that there was need for one composite

organisation to support and represent all members of the Armed Forces, to hold the

government to account and ensure all that all those who served and sacrificed were given the

support they needed and deserved.



That one organisation was to be called “The British Legion” and it was constituted on 15

May 1921.  Frederick Lister became its first Chairman and was knighted in 1961 for his services

to it.  It adopted the motto “service not self”.  As her Majesty, The Queen, put it in a special

message to its members and on its Centenary:

“Since 1921 when four ex service organisations joined together in a spirit of placing

service to others before self, the Legion has worked with alacrity, intelligence and

commitment, pursuing a mission of bringing together nations, communities and people to

provide better futures for our Armed Forces, veterans and their families.  Remarkably the

Legion’s purpose has remained unchanged to this day, as it continues to provide help and

assistance to the Armed Forces Community under a lifelong duty of care, whilst keeping its

promise never to forget the service and sacrifice of those who have been prepared to step in

harm’s way in defence of democracy and freedom”.

Her Majesty described very succinctly the ongoing role of the Legion from 1921 to the

present day.

At the end of the Great War there was an immense desire across the country to

commemorate in a very public way those who had given their lives in the service of their

country and this desire led to the erection of War memorials in every village, town and city

throughout the United Kingdom.

The minutes of the meeting of the St Mary Magdalene Parochial Church Council held on 6 October

1920 record that the Chairman introduced the question of a Memorial to those from this Parish who lost their

lives in the war and suggested that it should take the form of a Cross to be erected in the small enclosure

adjoining the Church.  The suggestion was generally approved and a discussion followed as to the best means

to adopt to carry it out.  Eventually on the motion of Mr Purdy, seconded by Mr Wyatt, it was resolved that a

public meeting should be called to consider the scheme.  The Vicar undertook to call the Meeting and asked

Messrs Arthy, Harrington and Purdy to assist him to make the necessary arrangements.

At the meeting held on 1 December Mr Muers gave an account of the progress made in regard to the

War memorial and referred to its proposed erection in the enclosure adjoining and belonging to the Church.



At a further meeting on 2 February 1921 the Vicar indicated that in order to avoid placing the memorial

on church property a portion of the ground at the side of the church should be handed over to the Town, and the

Chairman of the PCC asked the Council to approve the application for a Faculty by the Vicar and

Churchwardens to enable them to carry this into effect.  After some discussion Mr Spinks moved the following

resolution:

That the Parochial Church Council approves the erection of the War Memorial desired by the Public

War Memorial Committee subject to all expenses being paid from the Funds from that Committee.

This was seconded by Mr Arthy and carried unanimously.

The Public War Memorial Committee consisted of Mr H S Muers, Chairman; Reverends W S Smith

and R G Coveney; Dr J Douglas Wells; Messrs A S Harrington, W J Cottis and A Crook; with Mr W A

Jefferies, hon treasurer, and Mr (formerly Regimental Sergeant Major) J W Wheatley, hon secretary.

Plans pressed ahead for the War memorial alongside St. Mary Magdalene Church in

Billericay High Street and on 16 October 1921 one hundred years ago to the day a stone cross

on a base inscribed * with the names of the sixty two men who had lost their lives was unveiled

and dedicated by Major General Sir William Thwaites.

The Memorial had been designed by Mr R J W Layland, the District Surveyor and the cost of the

memorial alone was about £250.  It was planned that when further monies were raised the area around the

memorial would be laid out and seats provided.

A Guard of Honour of forty ex-Servicemen was led by former RSM John William

Wheately. Also present was a detachment of NCO’s of the Essex Regiment under Lt Kelly.  In front of the

memorial was a space reserved for relatives of the fallen.  The massed choirs of Billericay Parish Church, Great

Burstead Church and the Billericay Congregational Church were in attendance accompanied by the Billericay

Comrades’ Band under Mr A Bullock.  The 1st Billericay Girl Guides attended under Capt. Miss Street.  In the

enclosure were Reverends H Coldwell, W S Smith and R G Coveney representing the churches of the district. 

Mr H S Muers, the Chairman and members of the memorial Committee and Col F Landon.

Former Regimental Sergeant Major John W Wheatley, born in 1877, had fought with the

Coldstream Guards in the Second Boer War and it was largely thanks to him and to Dr.

(Formerly Major) J.D. Wells who lived and practised as a GP at 22 High Street, Billericay that



the “Comrades of the Great War” had been able to set up a Club in the town and that so many

ex Servicemen had joined it.

It is worth noting that John W. Wheatley who had become Captain of the Great

Burstead Parish (Billericay) Fire Brigade in 1908 after his discharge from the army was deeply

involved not only in the construction of the War memorial only a few yards from his Fire

Station in Chapel Street, but also in the recruitment of the Comrades and the construction of

the Comrades Hall in Western Road.  He later went on to become Honorary Secretary of the

Representative Committee responsible for the annual Remembrance Day Service at the War

Memorial.  He died in 1957, after many years of Service to the Committee.

A similar dedication followed in 1947 when those who died in the Second World War

were remembered by the construction of a Memorial behind the First World War Stone Cross.


