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HEADMASTER’S MESSAgE
One of the most moving and powerful spaces at Sherborne is the 
ante-chapel to the School’s Chapel, which dominates the southern 
flank of The Courts. Built between 1920 and 1922, it was designed to 
commemorate the more than 220 Old Shirburnians who died in the 
First World War and whose names are carved in the golden stone with 
which it is built. Those names have since been joined by the names of 
those who died in the Second War and by a further plaque recording 
those in the School’s history who have been awarded VCs. It is a place 
where the boys fall silent as they mount the stairs to the Chapel and as 
they leave after a morning service or evening communion. As, if not 
more moving, are the beautifully preserved books of remembrance 
that are displayed at the top of the steps of the ante-chapel, with the 
proud photographic portraits of the same Old Shirburnians, dressed 
in uniform, who lost their lives in the trenches.
It is difficult to imagine how Nowell Charles Smith, the Headmaster 
at the time, quite ever came to terms with the impact of the War 
on the boys and old boys whom he would have known so well. By 
the summer of 1914 he had been the ‘Chief ’ at Sherborne for five 
years and was presiding over a recovery in the fortunes of the School 
already under way during the headmastership of Frederick Westcott. 
However, by the time the new school year started that September, 
what soon became known as the great War had broken out and would 



continue for more than four years. It must have been heart-breaking 
for Nowell Smith, as for all those in the Sherborne community, to have 
to receive the sometimes daily news of deaths and injuries suffered on 
active service by Old Shirburnians, many of whom had only recently 
been schoolboys. During those four years he continued to lead the 
School successfully while ensuring that, as Alick Trelawny-Ross later 
recalled, ‘countless wounded boys got a letter from N.C.S. at a time when he was 
almost worked to death anyway.’

During the coming years of the centenary of the First World War, 
there will be many commemorative events at Sherborne as we hon-
our the service and sacrifice of the many old boys of the School who 
contributed, often with great distinction, to the British war effort. The 
publication of Vivat Shirburnia will provide a very fitting prelude to an 
exciting programme that we hope will include visiting speakers as well 
as exhibitions and performances of art, music and drama inspired by 
the great War. Patrick Francis has produced a fascinating book and 
I urge you to seize the opportunity to sign up for it now at the pre-
publication price, not least because by so doing you will be making  
a contribution to the excellent work of the Sherborne Foundation.

chris  davis



patrick francis

VIVAT SHIRBuRNIA  
  sherborne school and the  

great war,1914–1918



I should like to commend ‘Vivat Shirburnia’ to all Old Shirburnians and 
other friends of the School. 

The extraordinary range of service in the First World War by so many 
former pupils of Sherborne makes fascinating reading, though it is tragic 
that more than 220 of them did not survive – young lives in so many cases, 
cut cruelly short and often in doomed enterprises such as the Gallipoli 
landings and the first day of the Battle of the Somme.

Those with an interest in sport at Sherborne will find the chapter to do 
with war-time rugby and cricket at the School of particular interest. Sadly, 
many of the members of the XV and the XI in the pre-war years and 
early years of the war were amongst those who made the ultimate sacrifice. 
Amongst them was Wilfred Jesson, who had played in the XI between 1903 
and 1905 and went on to play some county cricket for Hampshire as well 
as being a stalwart of O.S. cricket tours in the West Country in the years 
before the war. Although wounded at Gallipoli, Wilfred saw action again 
in Mesopotamia where he was mortally wounded in 1917. As a life-long 
Hampshire supporter, this is a story with a special interest for me, but I am 
sure that anyone reading this well researched and wide ranging study will 
find stories that have a particular resonance for them.

As fate would have it, my family and I have been drawn closer to the 
extraordinary happenings of the First World War as we live in a farmhouse 
just outside Romsey which became the centre for one of the major Remount 
Camps through which passed over 120,00 horses and mules. It really was 
one of the centres for the celebrated ‘Warhorse’.

bill  hughes
President of the O.S. Society



VIVAT SHIRBuRNIA
Vivat Shirburnia is a fully illustrated history of Sherborne School and the 
great War of 1914–1918. It not only describes the war-time service and 
sacrifice of many of the more than one thousand Old Shirburnians 
who participated in the war but also considers the huge impact of the 
war on everyday life at Sherborne.
The book is based on a wide range of sources – including contem-
porary accounts, such as diaries and letters from the trenches – and 
makes use of material to be found in the Sherborne School Archives as 
well as in national archives and military museums.
Amongst many aspects covered are:
The careers of many of the more than 220 Old Shirburnians who fell 
in the great War 
The valour of the two O.S. who were awarded the Victoria Cross in 
1918 – Charles Hudson in Italy and Edward Bamford at Zeebrugge
The exploits of many of the 99 Old Shirburnians to be awarded the 
Military Cross, including Robert Kestell-Cornish, M.C. and bar
Sherborne School in war-time, including the impact of the war on 
School Cricket and Rugby and the role of the Officers’ Training Corps. 
Also the burdens faced by the Headmaster, Nowell Smith, and the 
Housemasters – as seen through the diaries of H.R. King of Abbeylands 
and the memoirs of A.H. Trelawny-Ross of Lyon House
The furore arising from the publication in 1917 of Alec Waugh’s noto-
rious The Loom of Youth – and the possible involvement of SPB Mais in 
its production
A critique of war-time poems which appeared in the ‘Shirburnian’, 
including some of those written by James Rhoades, a former teacher 
and a poet of national renown
O.S. involvement in three well-known campaigns of the great War – 
gallipoli (the evacuation from which was master-minded by general 
Sir Charles Monro); the 1916 Battle of the Somme (which saw the 
deaths of over thirty O.S., including eight on July 1st alone); and 
Mesopotamia (including an account by an O.S. soldier of his Twelve 
Days March up the Euphrates)
A profile of Claud Jacob, the only ever O.S. to become a Field Marshal 
and the only Indian Army officer whom Douglas Haig regarded as of 
high enough calibre to be appointed a Corps commander in France 
in 1916-18
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Shirburnians at sea and in the air, including the commander of a battle 
cruiser at the Battle of the Falkland Islands in 1914, and two young O.S. 
flying ‘aces’
Medics and padres. Some sixty O.S. served with the Royal Army 
Medical Corps and over twenty as Army Chaplains, including two who 
later became bishops
Horses and tanks. Several O.S. took part in the cavalry charge by the 
Dorset Yeomanry at Agagia in 1916 and three who served in the Tank 
Corps in 1917–18 were awarded the Military Cross
Prisoners of war. Over twenty O.S. were captured and their accounts 
of captivity include Alec Waugh’s The Prisoner of Mainz and John griffin’s 
A Bid for Blighty
Schoolmasters on active service. Several of the masters who went off 
to the war never returned, and one of these was Harold May, O.S., 
whose headstone in Flanders carries the inscription ‘Vivat Shirburnia’. 
Three Sherborne ‘beaks’ – geoffrey O’Hanlon, Merrick Elderton and 
WJ Bensly – resumed their distinguished careers at the School after 
the war. Attention is also given to the war-time careers of several men 
who joined the Sherborne staff after 1919; prominent amongst them 
were two O .S., Edward Parry-Jones and Max Westlake, whilst others 
include ‘Kippy’ Andrews, Meredith Thomas and ‘Doughey’ Randolph
‘Two Old Shirburnians at the Paris Peace Conference’ highlights 
the roles played by the Cambridge historian, Harold Temperley, as 
an adviser to the British delegation, and Herbert Olivier (uncle of 
Laurence) as an official War Artist
The chapter on the creation of the School War Memorial refers to its 
design by the renowned architect Reginald Blomfield (most famous 
for the Menin gate at Ypres) and includes the dedicatory poem writ-
ten by Cecil Day-Lewis for its unveiling in 1922
‘Too Young To Serve’ profiles a quartet of illustrious Shirburnians who 
were still at the School when the great War ended in 1918. They are 
Cecil Day-Lewis, the Poet Laureate; Alan Lennox-Boyd, the only ever 
O.S. Cabinet Minister; Hyla Stallard, the Olympic athlete; and Thomas 
Devitt, England rugby international and future S.A.S. officer
A Roll of Honour at the end of the book pays tribute to the more 
than 220 Old Shirburnians who fell in the great War. It includes brief 
details relating to the circumstances of their deaths and the locations 
of their graves or memorials.
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ORDER FORM

subscribe now at the pre-publication price – offer closes  on 28 February 2014 

(and the post publication price is likely to be £35)

All net proceeds will go to the Sherborne Foundation for the benefit of the School

Please Complete the order form below (continued overleaf) and send it to:
Patrick Francis, Sherborne School
Abbey Road, Sherborne, 
Dorset  dt9 3ap

or, If you wish to pay by debit or credit card, telephone Reception at Sherborne School  
on 01935 812249

COLLECTION/DELIVERY OPTIONS

Collect from School on O.S. Day (17 May 2014): £27.50
Collect from School Reception after 17 May 2014: £27.50
Posted within uK: £27.50 (plus £7.50 p&p) 
Posted Overseas: £27.50 (plus £12.50 p&p)

(Chosen delivery option, please delete as appropriate)

price per copy:

no. of copies:

total order:
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