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EDITOR’S WELCOME 
 

 
 

Happy St David’s Day one and all! The ‘big news’ of recent weeks of course has been 

the U-turn by the local authority on the Museum of Cardiff, which is now to remain a 

fixed museum. As you will have seen in our last newsletter, our chairman Gareth wrote 

to the Council on the Society’s behalf, and we are naturally delighted that this facility 

will be kept. 

 

This edition of our e-newsletter has some wonderful pieces written by our members, on 

a diverse selection of local topics, many with a broader appeal. Local history is such 

an interesting lens for the study of more widely reaching historical topics, and I am 

greatly indebted to our contributors this month for such tours de force of research. I 

hope you will all enjoy reading them as much as I have editing them! 

 

Best wishes from Roath, 

 

 

 

 

 

Geraint Denison-Kurg 

  Honorary Secretary  

CORRECTIONS 

In Gareth Brown’s piece on Barry Castle 

(February 2023), Joan de Barri was 

wrongly said to have died in 1851; putting 

her at the improbable age of over 500. 

This should, of course, have read 1351. 
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“FOR GOD SAKE SHOOT,  PUT ME OUT OF  MY MISERY”: 

 THE SAD STORY OF EDWIN DYETT OF ALBANY ROAD  

Graeme Brown 

 

 
 

The prisoner was led out into the French countryside in the grey dawn of mid-

winter. He was tied to a stake, his eyes were bandaged and his identification 

disc hung over his left breast. The firing squad awaited. He cried out “For God 

sake put me out of my misery, this suspense is killing me” As he heard the rifles 

click his last words were “Well boys goodbye. For God’s sake shoot straight”. 

 

Thus ended the life of Sub-Lieutenant Edwin Leopold Arthur Dyett, 63rd Royal 

Naval Division (Nelson Battalion). of Albany Road in the first week of 1917. He 



6 

had been found been guilty of desertion and paid the ultimate price at the 

age of just 21. He was one of just over 300 British Army men executed in the 

Great War. Of these 15 were Welsh and he was the sole officer. 

 

In considering his story from the distance of over a century the most pertinent 

issue is that 20,000 soldiers were found guilty of offences carrying the death 

penalty during the war and just over 3,000 were sentenced to death. 90% of 

these were not carried and the punishment commuted. Why was it deemed 

necessary that Dyett should not be afforded such clemency and his death 

deemed necessary. 

 

Dyett was born at 66, Albany Road (now CPS Homes) on 7th October 1895 and 

was from a distinguished military family. Both his grandfathers had been Army 

colonels. Sir John French, Commander-in-Chief at the outbreak of the war, was 

a distant paternal relative. Additionally, his father was a Merchant Navy 

captain and was seconded to the Liverpool Naval Base as Chief Transport 

Officer during the conflict. Imperial War Museum records shows Edwin as living 

in Dungarvan, Co. Wexford at aged 6, no doubt reflecting the peripatetic 

nature of his father’s work. In 1911, he enrolled as a student for Merchant 

Studies in Devon, presumably wishing to follow his father’s career path. It must 

have been a disappointment when, upon volunteering in 1915, he was 

commissioned as an officer despite his wish to serve in the ranks, and was not 

sent to sea but to the land-based Royal Naval Division, his family background 

at the time being regarded as an automatic guarantee of proven leadership 

qualities. It was not until the Second World War that Officer selection was 

based on a more meritocratic and scientific approach.  

 

The Royal Naval Division was formed in the early weeks of war in August 1914 

by Winston Churchill, then First Lord of the Admiralty. It was a solution to the 

shortage of infantry divisions and a surplus of sailors. It was an eclectic “Band 

of Brothers” consisting of University volunteers such as the poet Rupert Brooke 

and Arthur Asquith, the son of the Prime Minister, and “hard bitten” stokers 

longing for a return to sea. Nonetheless it was felt by the army that through 

their personal contacts the Infantry wielded disproportionate influence in the 

corridors of power and this ill-feeling towards the RND persisted throughout the 

war. 

 

The RN Infantry was first called into action in the doomed defence of the Port 

of Antwerp in October 1914. They were next deployed in the Dardanelles. 

When they were evacuated in January 1915, the division had changed out of 

all recognition. The lofty idealism of youth had gone. What remained were the 

maimed and the disillusioned, imbued by the harsher facts of war. By May 

1916, the RND were in France. The Division suffered a grievous blow in October 

1916 when its much-admired commander, Major General Archibald Paris, 
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received injuries that required his replacement by the Army’s nominee, Major 

General Cameron Shute. The more acerbic members of the division 

rearranged his name which left little to the imagination. His ambition was to 

bring this errant Naval entity into the standardised Army model. This was the 

reality that faced Dyett on active service in France. The Division was called into 

action at the Battle of the Ancre, commencing 13 November, and this proved 

to be a fateful day both for the Nelson Battalion and Dyett in particular. The 

purpose of the British attack was to tie-down German divisions, thereby 

relieving pressure on the French at the year-long siege of Verdun and to deny 

the German High Command the opportunity to re-deploy to the Eastern Front. 

 

The attack had been planned to use the then new technique of the “creeping 

barrage”, with lines of infantry following artillery shells as the bombardment 

slowly advanced over the enemy trenches smashing wire bunkers and, it was 

hoped, Germans in its path. The reality was different. Although the infantry 

made early advances beyond the German front line, it remained intact. A 

misty bloody maelstrom ensued. The Nelson War Diary reported that the 

Battalion effectively ceased to exist such was the extent of the casualties. 

 

Dyett was on the periphery of this initial action as he was one of two officers 

held back to cover for the anticipated casualties. Yet within two days he had 

been detained on suspicion of refusing an order which led to his execution 

within two months. 

 

Dyett appeared confident of avoiding serious repercussions, writing to a friend 

on 13 December that the evidence was not strong and that he saw little 

purpose in informing his family. This optimism was misplaced and he was given 

the unwelcome news on Christmas Eve that he was to face court martial just 

two days later. 

 

He was charged on two offences. Firstly, that on 13 November 1916, when on 

active service in the field, he deserted His Majesty’s Service when it was his duty 

to join his battalion which was engaged in operations against the enemy, 

instead of which he remained from his battalion until placed on arrest at 

Englebelmer (Battalion HQ) on 15 November 1916 (Desertion being defined in 

this case of avoiding an onerous or dangerous service, Army Act Section 12). 

Secondly, that on 13 November, he did not go up to the frontline when it was 

his duty to do so. 

 

The court martial was convened on the 26 December. Its members comprised 

of senior officers of the Army and Royal Marines. The Prosecutor was Sub 

Lieutenant Strickland, later to be killed in action, and the defence was Sub 

Lieutenant Travanion of the Hawke Battalion, as Dyett could not find a suitable 

officer from the Nelson to represent him. The Judge Advocate was Captain 
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Griffith-Jones of the South Wales Borderers and the President Brigadier-General 

Metcalfe, Royal Artillery. 

 

The prosecution called eight witnesses. The first witness was Lieutenant 

Commander Nelson of the Nelson Battalion (the names being only a 

coincidence). He was in charge of the two officers, including Dyett, who had 

been held back. As a result of orders received he personally instructed both to 

proceed forward to Brigade HQ and arranged transport. He stated that the 

accused appeared “quite nervous” at this stage. The selection of the first “XI” 

for the frontline was always a tricky affair. The wish to put forward the best had 

to be tempered with the need to have some capable officers in reserve to 

stiffen the resolve of their weaker brethren. Nelson’s words left no doubt the he 

considered Dyett to be in the latter category. His opinion of Dyett was that he 

was a poor officer with little control over men. He had previously applied to 

Nelson for transfer to the sea as he admitted his nervous disposition and 

thought he was unfit for the front line. Nelson explained to the court martial 

that he only had two spare officers. He admitted that he had misgivings about 

ordering Dyett towards the action although he believed he would obey orders. 

He had no fears about the other officer, Lieutenant Truscott. 

 

The Second Witness was Lieutenant Truscott of the Nelson Battalion. He 

explained that on arrival at Battalion HQ he reported to the dugout while the 

accused remained outside. He was instructed by Brigadier Phillips that both 

officers should proceed to the “Green Line” which was the last known position 

of the Battalion front line. He returned outside and showed the map with the 

objective marked to Dyett. En route to the “Green Line” they encountered  Sub 

Lieutenant Herring and a large group of men.  He stated that immediately 

Dyett met Herring they had a “heated discussion”, although Truscott was not 

aware of the cause of this disagreement. He left the scene accompanied by 

25 or so men belonging to his company towards the “Green Line”. He did not 

issue any order to Dyett as he believed that the intention was for them to report 

to their respective companies. He did not see the accused until around noon 

on the 15 November in Engelbelmer. He added that at 5.45pm, when he left 

the accused, Dyett was acting normally. Cross-examined by the defence, 

Truscott repeated that the accused did not show “cold feet” and repeated 

that he had not given any orders but had merely communicated the General’s 

orders to Dyett. Truscott was to be killed at Gavrelle 4 months later. 

 

The third witness was Brigadier-General Phillips. He announced that on 13 

November he was in the 189th Brigade advance HQ and that the Nelson 

Battalion was under his command. He elaborated that two officers had 

entered the dugout and that he gave Truscott “cast iron orders” but could not 

say who the other officer was. Upon cross-examination he confirmed that on 

15 November he had questioned the accused as a result of information 
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received and due to Dyett’s unsatisfactory explanations placed him under 

arrest. 

 

The fourth witness was Staff Captain Bare, 189th Brigade. He confirmed that he 

had spoken to Dyett on 13 November but had neither issued nor heard anyone 

else give him any orders. He added that he saw Dyett next on 15 November at 

Engelbelmer  in mid-morning when the Nelson Battalion was still in the line. He 

ordered Dyett to report to Brigade HQ. When cross-examined by the defence 

he clarified he had been aware of a message received by the Brigadier from 

Sub Lieutenant Herring relating to the accused’s conduct. 

 

The fifth  and pre-eminent witness was Sub Lieutenant Herring, Drake Division, 

attached to the 189th Brigade. On the day in question he was supervising the 

Brigade Supply Dump and was responsible for conveying ammunition to the 

front. Herring told the court he saw the accused and Truscott between 4.30-

5pm. Herring stated he had just taken charge of 200 men who had retired from 

the front line without cause and was returning them back. He merely added 

that he knew Dyett as they had been in the same draft to France and did not 

add any further details. When Truscott asked him if any of the men were of his 

(Truscott’s) company, Herring ordered him to take the 200 men to the frontline; 

“I gave him this order as an order” he said and Truscott took the majority off. 

The file contained a hand-written question which asked if in the Navy a Sub- Lt 

gave orders to a Lt? He continued that he told Dyett to assist Truscott by going 

to the rear of the party and to supervise the men. That Dyett had refused and 

stated that he (Dyett) was not the senior officer and that he would report back 

to the Brigade as the situation was chaotic. Herring noticed when he returned 

to the ammunition dump that the accused had followed him.  He wrote a note 

to the Staff Captain concerning Dyett’s behaviour. He added that the 

“accused was unable to grasp the situation. He was not agitated or 

frightened”. He added that Dyett had appeared to resent being instructed to 

follow Truscott and he would return to Battalion HQ and knew where it was. 

 

Upon defence cross-examination he commented that Lieutenant Truscott was 

inaccurate in believing he took only 25 men with him. As he was engaged in 

HQ duties he was justified in issuing the orders although he accepted his duties 

were limited to communication and information only. He responded to a 

further question by the defence by asserting if the senior officer, Lieutenant 

Truscott, had behaved like Dyett, he would have reported him as he believed 

he had the authority to do so. He elaborated that in his message to the Staff 

Captain he stated that the accused had refused his order to take stragglers 

back. In the wider battleground there had been a great deal of confusion as 

units had become mixed up but none in the immediate area of the incident. 

He did not consider that the accused was afraid, he was returning to Battalion 

HQ as he considered the situation as chaotic, that there was no animosity 
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between the two and the situation developed because the accused 

appeared to resent him giving him an order. 

 

The Sixth witness was Sub Lieutenant Gardner, Nelson Division. He testified that 

Lieutenant Truscott, and approximately 40-50 men, arrived at the front line at 

6pm and as the senior officer present, Truscott took command. He could 

confirm that the accused was not present and he did not see him until 15 

November.  

 

The seventh witness was Acting Petty Officer Aimes attached to 189th Brigade. 

He was Herring’s assistant. He recalls overhearing Herring instruct Truscott to 

take about 200 men back to the firing line and for Dyett to assist him. He 

proceeded that Dyett refused stating: 

 

“I cannot take charge amongst all this chaos and disorder. I will return to 

Brigade for orders.” 

 

He added that the accused failed to grasp the situation when Herring told him 

to go with Truscott. When cross-examined for the defence, Aimes believed that 

Dyett resented receiving orders from Herring and that to his knowledge 

Herring’s duties were confined to the supplying of ammunition on the day. He 

expanded that Dyett “did not appear afraid or in a funk”. Crucially, he ended: 

 

“He looked as if he wanted to get out of it.” 

 

This final sentence was heavily underlined in red in the file papers. Sellers 

forensic examination of the court martial in his book “Death for Desertion” 

believes this was the sentence that killed Dyett. Furthermore, the author 

contends that the identical words used by Herring and Aimes was unnatural 

and hints at collusion. 

 

The eighth and final prosecution witness was Lieutenant Dangerfield of the 

Nelson Battalion. He explained that at 10.20 on the 15 November he led his 

men back from the line to Engelbelmer and he saw the accused outside the 

Batallion HQ. About an hour later Truscott returned with the remainder of the 

Battalion. 

 

The Prosecutor finished by stating that it had been Dyett’s duty to join his 

Battalion when he found the situation at Beaucourt Station (where he had met 

Herring). This was irrespective of whether he had received a direct order.  

 

Immediately preceding this the President had asked Dyett if he wished to give 

evidence as a witness, call anyone else in his defence or have anything to 
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add. The accused replied in the negative leaving his destiny in the hands of 

the court.  

 

The response of Dyett was surprising, to put it mildly, particularly so when he 

wrote just two days before the trial “that things are very one sided now but as 

soon as I have my little say in the matter it will alter their colour altogether”. 

One can only assume that this “about turn” was on the advice of his advocate 

who feared that Dyett nerves would betray him on the stand.  

 

However, surmising from two letters Dyett sent before being informed that he 

was to face court martial it is not difficult ascertain what he would have said. 

Both his letters illuminated that his nerves ”were strung up” at the time he met 

Herring. That Herring was his “one and only enemy”. He could have informed 

the court that this was due to the accused admonishing Herring for bringing a 

woman back to camp in England. This information would have challenged the 

notion that Dyett was capable of making a rational choice of “wanting to get 

out of it” and that Herring was an impartial witness and bore no ill feeling 

towards the accused. Furthermore, this would have added to the doubt that 

already could have been cast on Herring’s reliability as a witness as evidenced 

by the discrepancy between his assertion that Truscott had taken charge of 

the majority of 200 stragglers whilst Truscott and Gardner stated that it was a 

maximum of 50. 

 

Dyett may have been naive in judging Herring as his only enemy. He outlined 

that he had to wait for over an hour at Battalion HQ awaiting orders and “after 

a lot of trouble I got them to tell me what they were and to proceed towards  

the Bosche overland”. A.P. Herbert also of RN Infantry wrote a much 

acclaimed novel, “The Secret Garden”, in which the central character was 

also executed for desertion and was widely interpreted as being based around 

Dyett. He considered the Dyett case a great injustice and the novel hints at a 

bullying culture within the Division. It is realistic to consider an officer who had 

applied for transfer out of the infantry on four occasions and admitted his 

unsuitability for leadership in the frontline had been become an outcast.  

 

Curiously, Dyett mentions in neither of his letters encounters he had with 

Lieutenant Commander Egerton of the 189th Brigade or Sub Lieutenant 

Bentham of the Hood Battalion. 

 

He reported to Egerton at Englebelmer, who asked him if he wished to report 

to HQ and the accused declined preferring to wait for the arrival of the 

Battalion. Indeed, Egerton, if called as a witness, could have both clarified the 

time and date of their meeting as Dyett implied he was missing for one night 

but he received his orders on the 13th and was arrested on the 15th. Egerton 

would also have been questioned why he did not give Dyett a direct order 
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and if he was aware of Herring’s message concerning the accused behaviour. 

If it was debatable whether Egerton’s evidence would have aided or 

weakened the defence there is no doubt that Bentham would have cast Dyett 

in a poor light. 

 

Sub Lieutenant Bentham had been badly injured and took shelter in a crater 

for 36 hours, listening to the cries of his sick and dying comrades, some no older 

than Dyett. He subsequently wrote that that a white and scared reserve officer 

had arrived looking for the frontline.  He had learned some time later he had 

been shot for cowardice and that his case was wrongly being “made a fuss 

off”. We know from the prosecution witnesses that Dyett did not make the 

frontline but not that he had not attempted to raise help for Bentham and his 

men. Whether this omission from his letters was selective memory or a genuine 

oversight can never be known but had it reached the court would have 

damaged his defence. 

 

 Sub Lieutenant Travanion closed for the defence. He argued that Dyett was 

of a nervous disposition and had made several requests to transfer to sea 

duties and that without Herring’s intervention would have continued to move 

to the frontline. That both Herring and Aimes confirmed that Dyett was not 

exhibiting fear but was unable to grasp the situation. Trevanion addressed the 

issue of desertion by contending the accused had got lost in the enclosing 

gloom and rested overnight in a dugout and reported the next day to 

Lieutenant Commander Egerton.  Egerton asked (not ordered) the accused if 

he was going to HQ and had received the reply that he would await the return 

of the Battalion. Trevanion added that none of the Prosecution witnesses had 

proven Dyett’s desertion. He accepted that his client had shown little initiative. 

 

King, in “Shot at Dawn”, considered Travanion’s efforts as spirited and 

accurate in the circumstance that Dyett had not offered a defence. However, 

this viewpoint is contested. Corns and Hughes-Wilson, in their “Blindfold and 

Alone”, speculated that Travanion was a recently qualified solicitor, 

inexperienced in advocacy, and as a junior officer was overawed by the 

seniority of the court members. He was more preoccupied with pleasing them 

than representing Dyett. Judge Babington, an expert in the matter of First World 

War court martials, went further, describing the defence as very poor. He 

considered Travanion’s cross-examinations as backfiring, confirming Dyett as 

a poor officer “looking to get out of it”. These own goals had “planted the 

seeds of a guilty verdict”. 

 

Whichever viewpoint is correct, what cannot be disputed is that a grudge was 

held by some senior officers towards an officer who acted as “a prisoner’s 

friend”. When the list of reserves was published for the Battle of Gavrelle, some 

5 months later, an irate Major noticed Travanion’s name on the reserve list. He 
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immediately promoted him to the frontline declaring “send the hard-faced 

bastard forward”. Travanion developed a timely temperature and was 

evacuated home. 

 

The Judge Advocate Griffiths–Jones summed up. He placed emphasis upon 

the testaments of Truscott and Herring, that no medical evidence was 

provided to ascertain the nervous disposition of the accused and that Dyett 

had remained absent over the 14th and was next seen on 15th November, 

awaiting the Battalion’s return to Billets. He laid stress on the question of intent. 

The court should only find Dyett guilty of desertion if it believed he had sought 

to avoid a particular duty. Mistake or error judgement was not intent. The court 

was closed to consider judgement.  

 

Sellers neatly sums up the chain of events that the court needed to consider. 

Dyett was, it was later established, only 150 yards from the frontline when he 

had the fatal altercation with Herring. Herring was a brave officer who later 

won an award for gallantry but was widely disliked. Sellers speculates that the 

temporary working at HQ had inflated his self-importance. The rare opportunity 

to order two senior officers, including one he had previously clashed with, was 

too good to resist. His intervention in the confusion of battle “spooked” Dyett 

who stated his intention was to return to HQ (tellingly the court papers shows 

the underlined comment “that he did not”). Herring returned to the 

ammunition dump with Aimes and sent his critical message to HQ. Dyett trailed 

in their wake to the dump but got lost en route to HQ and fear and helplessness 

overcame him. He returned to his billet and like a naughty schoolboy awaited 

the return of his Battalion. Was this the actions of a man seeking to avoid a 

dangerous task or a mistake or error of judgement? 

 

The court reconvened and found Dyett guilty of the charge of desertion, the 

sentence being to suffer death by being shot. However the court 

recommended  mercy as the accused was very young, with no experience of 

this nature. That the circumstances of growing darkness, heavy shelling and 

that men were retreating in serious numbers were likely to seriously affect a 

youth unless he had a strong character. 

 

The court martial sentence of death and mercy would appear contradictory. 

Judge Babington explained that it was common practice for some court 

martial officers to pass the death sentence with mercy attached, hoping that 

their senior officers “will put it right” when the final decision was made. In the 

vast majority of cases this proved correct. However, if this was their intention in 

the Dyett case it went tragically wrong. 

 

The court file was completed and sent “up the line” to the 5th Army to 

recommend whether the sentence should be carried out or commuted. Major 
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Shute strangely argued Dyett’s youth and inexperience as the only reason why 

the extreme penalty should not be exacted yet recommended mercy. 

Lieutenant General Macob, Commander V Corps, is unequivocal seeing no 

reason why the sentence should not be carried out with General Gough 

Commanding the 5th Army concurring. He handwrote on the file “if a private 

had behaved as he did in the circumstances it is highly probable that he would 

be shot”. 

 

The file arrived on Field Marshal Douglas Haig’s desk on 2nd January 1917. Haig 

has been portrayed in some quarters as cold and austere and too ready to 

sacrifice his troops’ blood. However, as the Military historian Gary Mead points 

out, his preference was to give th,e convicted man a second chance. During 

the war 90% of death sentences were commuted. However Dyett was not one 

of the fortunate majority.  

 

I believe there were three factors at play which dictated Haig’s decision and 

sent Dyett to the firing squad. 

 

Firstly, the Army High Command needed to allay the widespread opinion of 

soldiers that officers were treated more benevolently than them. A member of 

staff at 189th HQ sympathised with this viewpoint, pondering “ why only rankers 

were shot for cowardice when officers had committed the same offence”. 

Martin Middlebrook, a respected military historian, argued that officers who 

“cracked under the strain were often reposted away from the frontline whilst 

this outlet was seldom available to other ranks”. A clue to Haig’s thoughts on 

Dyett’s case can be gleaned by the execution of 2nd Lieutenant Poole of the 

West Yorkshire Regiment for desertion at the Somme just a month before Dyett 

was shot. Haig justified that “such a crime is more serious in the case of an 

officer than a private”. No doubt Gough’ scribbled note on the file of the 

outcome if a private had behaved like Dyett resonated with Haig. It was vital 

for morale within the ranks that officers were seen not to be treated differently 

from them and particularly so in the late months of 1916 on the Western Front. 

 

Secondly, the Battle of the Ancre was the first occasion of the British Army 

deserting in considerable numbers. Although this statement was made 

retrospectively in a post-war inquiry into “shell shock” by Colonel Fuller and was 

ascribed to the severity of the battlefield conditions. However, a brief glimpse 

of the case file would have informed Haig of the level of desertion.  Herring’s 

evidence told him of men leaving the frontline without cause and the court’s 

recommendation for mercy evidenced Dyett’s youth in seeing men retreating 

in serious numbers. It is germane that Haig confirmed both Dyett and Poole’s 

fate in the aftermath of Ancre in such a short period of time. No doubt the 

mantra of the seriousness of officer desertion overrode other considerations in 

Haig’s mind. 
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Thirdly, Dyett’s cause became embroiled  in the power struggle between the 

Army and the Admiralty over the Royal Navy Division. Although the RND was 

under Haig as Commander-in-Chief, its terms and conditions of service were 

set by the Admiralty not the Army. Indeed, some have argued that the 

execution was illegal as the Admiralty had not been consulted and was 

unlikely to have approved the sentence. Haig’s antipathy towards the Division 

manifested itself in correspondence in late 1916. He claimed that Army recruits 

were superior to RND equivalents although they were paid less and considered 

the status of the naval staff an anomaly quoting an RND cook having never 

gone to sea.  In the first days of 1917, the War Office wrote to the Admiralty 

complaining that shared administration of the Division compromised its 

efficiency. This despite several telegrams praising the division’s performance at 

Ancre, including one which stated “that the Commander in Chief has 

unofficially expressed his satisfaction”. 

 

Nonetheless late 1916 was not a good time for a file advocating clemency for 

a naval officer to land in Haig’s “in tray”. Furthermore the file would inform him 

that Dyett was regarded as a poor officer, constantly seeking transfer to sea 

and had been excluded from speaking to his general the day he went into 

action. Sellers encapsulated this. He wrote that “Dyett was a victim of 

circumstances and timing, a pawn in the wider game of war: expendable, 

unworthy and tainted with failure and a naval officer to boot”. Haig 

considered Dyett in this wider game of war more beneficial to his cause dead 

than was he ever likely to be alive. 

 

A despatch rider arrived in the evening of 4 January at Battalion HQ with the 

letter confirming the death sentence. It was passed to the Major who had 

been relaxing by the fire following evening dinner with fellow officers. He read 

it aloud twice to ensure no misunderstanding and began to make the 

unpleasant arrangements. Dyett was given the desperate news as he was 

enjoying a game of cards when an officer arrived and read out his death 

warrant. 

 

The padre was summoned and advised Dyett to write a final letter home. 

Edwin wrote: 

 

“Dear mother mine I hope by now you will have had the news. I am leaving 

you now because he has willed it. My sorrow tonight is for the trouble I have 

caused you and Dad................. give dear Dad my love and wish him luck. I 

feel for you so much and I am sorry for bringing dishonour upon you all............. 

So now dearest Mother I must close. May God bless and protect you all now 

and for evermore Amen” 
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The firing squad assembled at dawn the following day. To be a member of a 

firing squad was abhorrent, repugnant and a duty to be undertaken only with 

extreme reluctance. Sellers wrote that the act of taking the life of a fellow 

member could result in flashbacks and the squad members would want the 

memory to fade into oblivion. Blacklock of the Nelson Battalion refused to join 

the squad arguing that he would never sleep well if he shot one of his own.  

 

Nonetheless the sentence was carried out and the Padre accompanied the 

body to a French Communal Graveyard at Le Crotoy on the estuary of the 

Somme River. The Nelson Battalion diary entry for 5 January makes no mention 

of the execution. It is as if Dyett never existed and his memory expunged. 

 

The news of his son’s execution understandingly hit his father Commander 

Dyett hard. A detestation and loathing of the system took hold and the he 

renounced his British citizenship leaving with his family for a fresh start in the 

United States.  

 

It is not my intention to suggest that Dyett’s tragedy was more so than those 

many more who were lost to enemy action. However, I would ask you how it 

must have felt for the family to know not only that their son was not coming 

home but that the Army had branded him a failure. 

 

The last words should be left to an eye-witness of the execution and to Dyett 

himself. The former said: 

 

“He was no coward, he behaved like a pukka....man”  

 

Edwin Dyett himself, in the grim hours approaching his death: 

 

“Yes I can face this, but I couldn’t face the Boche” 

                                           

Rest in Peace. 

 

The following sources have been used in this article: 

Death for Desertion Leonard Sellers Published Leo Cooper 2003 

For God’s sake shoot straight Leonard Sellers Leo Cooper 1995 

Blindfold and Alone Corns&Hughes- Wilson Cassell 2002 

Shot at Dawn Robert King The History Press 2014 

The Good Soldier Gary Mead  Atlantic Books 2014 

Ted Richards RLHS 

Gareth Brown RLHS 
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I would recommend Sellers Death for Desertion to fill in the many gaps in this 

article. In particular the campaigns in the press, politicians and the Royal British 

Legion to revoke the Death Sentence for desertion achieved in 1930 and the 

pardoning in 2006 of Edwin Dyett and over 300 other British armed servicemen.  

 

I can only apologise for my inadequacy in relating this sad tale. However, I 

console myself with the thought I have made an attempt to tell this story of a 

local man that deserves to be told and retold.    
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IN SEARCH OF SAMUEL BURT - AN UNLIKELY COINCIDENCE 

Ted Richards and Jenni Phillips 

 

We received an enquiry by letter recently all the way from Belgium.  It was from 

the Passchendaele Memorial Museum.  They wanted to know if we could help 

to trace any descendants of the family of Canadian solider, Samuel Burt, who 

was killed in action on 26 October 1917.  The letter said Samuel's was said to 

have been born in Cubert, Cornwall and his next of kin was Miss Mabel Burt 

who lived in Ely, Cardiff. 

 

Ely is somewhat out of our patch but given someone had taken the time to 

write us a letter I thought I would take a quick look.  It turned out to be quite a 

story and with a real coincidence to round it off.  

 

First I looked up Samuel's Commonwealth War Graves Commission record. It 

told me he served in the 58th Battalion, Canadian Infantry, that he was 23 

when he was killed and he was son of the late G. J. Burt, of Yeovil, Somerset. 

 

I soon discovered that the museum's entry stating he was born in Cubert, 

Cornwall was probably incorrect. There was another Samuel Burt killed in WWI. 

He served with the Duke of Cornwall's Light Infantry and was killed in 1918.  I 

can understand how the error occurred as Samuel Burt from Cubert, Cornwall 

did indeed have a sister called Mabel Burt.  Plus, there doesn't seem to be any 

other census records of a Samuel and Mabel Burt together. 

 

Things only began to become a bit clearer when I found a baptism record for 

a Samuel Burt in 1900 in Yeovil.  It had an unusual note added to it saying that 

his mother, Jane Burt, had later married Edward Gillett.  I searched the 1901 

census and there in Yeovil was a Samuel Gillett aged 7, and Mabel Gillett aged 

9 with mother Jane and her new husband Edward Gillett.  Was this the Samuel 

we were looking for?  I was still far from certain at this stage, in particular as he 

now seems to be called Samuel Gillett.  

 

The next stroke of luck I had was finding that Samuel Burt's Canadian military 

records contained some useful information. Some of his document's state that 

his sister Mabel Burt is next of kin and she lived at Ely Lodge, Ely, nr Cardiff.  Ely 

Lodge was a children's home and whether she was an employee there or in 

care was not clear.  What I do know is that I could find no trace of Mabel 

Burt/Gillett in Cardiff.  I almost drew a line under things there and was all set to 

compose a letter back to Belgium with my thoughts when I thought I'd give it 

another half an hour. 

 

Next stroke of luck was finding another reference in Samuel's military record to 

him having a brother, George Henry Burt, with an address in Yeovil. I soon found 

https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-war-dead/casualty-details/922569/samuel-burt/
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him on the 1921 census at that address and that gave me his age, 18 years 

younger than Samuel. Quite a gap. 

 

I broadened my search and discovered that Samuel's mother Jane Burt 

actually had six recorded children, all out of wedlock, and there are baptismal 

records for each.  She was living in the Yeovil Workhouse as an inmate in the 

1871, 1881 and 1891 census records. Her recorded year of birth changes slightly 

over time which isn't unusual.  She appears troubled and frequently in court for 

her behaviour in the workhouse. She died in 1904 leaving her children 

orphaned, which is probably why Mabel ended up in a children's home in 

Cardiff.  

 

 
Yeovil Workhouse (pic credit: Peter Higgerbottom) 

 

Samuel himself was taken in by the children's charity Dr Barnardo’s and 

became one of the Barnardo’s Home Children sent to Canada in 1907, aged 

12, aboard the ship Dominion from Liverpool. He is on the 1911 Canadian 

census, aged 16, working as a farmhand, living in Camilla Village, Mono, 

Ontario, north of Toronto.  Samuel Burt, 5 foot 3¾ inches, with black hair and 

blue eyes, now aged 20, enlisted into the Canadian Infantry in Toronto in July 

1915.  When he was killed in Belgium in 1917 he was 23 years old.  

 

For three of Jane's children; Mabel, Louisa and Lily, I failed to find out much at 

all. George Henry Burt, the man mentioned as a brother in Samuel's military 

records, did marry and had children in Yeovil, so there are quite possibly 

descendants from that family line. 

 

Annie Burt - Samuel's eldest sister 

 

I had one more of Samuel's siblings left to look at, Annie Burt, born 22 years 

earlier than him, on 9th Feb 1872.  Her date of birth is helpfully included on her 

baptismal record, again relatively uncommon. I looked for her in later life and 

where should she end up but Cardiff or more precisely ROATH! 

 

https://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/immigration/immigration-records/home-children-1869-1930/immigration-records/Pages/list.aspx?Surname=Burt&GivenName=Samuel&
https://recherche-collection-search.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/home/record?app=census&IdNumber=13748388
https://recherche-collection-search.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/home/record?app=census&IdNumber=13748388
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In 1891 she was living at 120 Newport Road and a domestic servant to a ship 

broker agent.  On 27 December 1897 she married John Bickle, a hairdresser, at 

St Margaret's Church, Roath. They move around a bit.  Their first two children 

are born in Barry.  In 1901 they are back in Roath living in Byron Street but then 

move to Caerphilly. Their four children are Richard, Beatrice, Sarah and Francis. 

John Bickle unfortunately dies in 1901 aged 40.  Annie goes on to marry Samuel 

Cook and has another child, William. In the 1939 Register Annie and Samuel 

Cook are living in Aberystwyth Street, Splott. Her date of birth is given as 9 Feb 

1872 nicely confirming we have been looking at the right Annie Burt.  

 

As I have now have found some of Samuel's family living here in Roath I take 

my research into a second day.  Luckily the surnames are pretty unusual 

making the research relatively straightforward.  There's even a Mr Snowman in 

the family tree.   

 

Coincidence 

 

I was busy researching one of Samuel's niece's when I stumbled across a real 

coincidence. One of her children lived around the corner from me.  My friend 

was even taught to drive by them!   

 

A couple of days after I completed my research I was fortunate enough to be 

able to meet up with a great-niece of Samuel Burt for a quick chat and explain 

my findings.  

 

Loose Ends 

 

There are invariably some loose ends left when doing such research and even 

some self-doubt in the results.  I never found a 'late G. J. Burt, of Yeovil, 

Somerset' that is mentioned as being Samuel's father on his Commonwealth 

War Graves Commission record. When his sister Annie was married at St 

Margaret's church in 1897 she records her father as being George, a gardener.  

 

I'm also left wondering if Samuel even knew Annie.  He was 22 years younger 

and she was already living in Cardiff by the time he was born in Yeovil.  Was 

there a connection between Mabel moving to Ely, Cardiff and Annie already 

being here I wonder or is that just purely a coincidence.  

 

Memorials to Samuel Burt 

 

Samuel Burt has no known burial place.  Instead, he is remembered on the 

Menin Gate Memorial in Belgium. 
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Menin Gate Memorial 

 

He is also remembered on a plaque commemoration the British Home Children 

of Canada who fell in WWI. I find this plaque especially sad. It list the names of 

hundreds of orphans, sent to Canada from Britain who then ended up coming 

back to Europe and giving their lives in WWI.  

 

 
 

Canada's British Home Children roll of honour 

 

https://canadianbritishhomechildren.weebly.com/first-world-war-causalities.html
https://canadianbritishhomechildren.weebly.com/first-world-war-causalities.html
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THE ANATOMY OF AN EDWARDIAN STREET:  

ROATH COURT ROAD ORIGINS AND FIRST OCCUPIERS 

Jon Roberts 

 

There is nothing exceptional about Roath Court Road – it is just one of many 

residential streets which came into existence during the rapid expansion of 

Cardiff in the Victorian and Edwardian eras. I have only chosen to write about 

this one because I live there. 

 

Those who know Cardiff’s history are well-aware of the phenomenal growth 

that took place in the 19th century. But I think it bears repeating that in 1801, 

Cardiff had a population of 1,870 people – it was little more than a large 

village, or small town, and certainly not a capital city. In Wales as a whole at 

that time, 90% of the population of about 500,000 spoke Welsh.  

 

In little more than a hundred years, the population of Wales increased by 

about 2 million people. That population explosion occurred to meet the 

demands for labour, as the Marquess of Bute aggressively promoted Cardiff’s 

docks for the export of coal and iron to the world. Workers were needed to 

construct the new infrastructure of canals, docks, bridges, roads, railways and 

the buildings necessary for trade. New houses were built all around the old 

walled market town of Cardiff, expanding ever-outwards from the town to 

accommodate a population that, by 1901, had reached 164,333, leading to 

Cardiff being granted City status in 1905.  

 

By 1880 that expansion reached the Roath Court Estate. Fanning out west from 

Roath Court itself, the estate lay between Albany Road and Newport Road, 

and as far as Cottrell Road to the west. Much of the estate was tenanted 

farmland, whilst the part nearest Roath Court encompassed formal gardens 

and orchards for the occupiers of Roath Court, the Williams family.  
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The estate was developed from the west, starting with Oakfield Street and then 

open space within the estate was nibbled away street by street, as lucrative 

housing came to be built. Oakfield Street, Claude Road and Connaught Road 

were aimed at the more affluent middle classes, with 3-storey houses, suited to 

households with live-in servants. Ships’ captains exemplified some of these 

early occupiers. Coming later, Roath Court Road, Roath Court Place and Arran 

Place were all 2-storey houses of a more modest character.  

 

Roath Court Road was developed in three main parcels, starting in 1911, as 

shown on the map below.  

 

 

All the houses in the 1911-1913 group were designed by William Ware and 

Williams, land agents, operating out of 6 Charles Street in 1911. Yorkshire-born 

William Ware (1864-1942) was a surveyor.  An employee of the firm was Edwin 

Corbett (1850-1934), a civil engineer.  Edwin was a prolific architect and 

responsible for over 1100 plans found in the Glamorgan Archive Cardiff 

building plan collection. He was part of the locally influential Corbett family. 

His father, John Stuart Corbett (Senior) (1816-1894), was closely linked to the 

2nd Marquis of Bute (1793-1848), who had brought him down from Yorkshire in 

1841 to act as land agent for his estate. The family residence was Cogan Pill, 

now known as the Courts (formerly Baron’s Court) restaurant at the top of 

Penarth Road. 
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The other partner in the firm was Robert Henry Williams, one of the grandsons 

of Charles Crofts Williams, who lived at Roath Court and who was a shipowner, 

an alderman and held the position of mayor a number of times. He was made 

a freeman of Cardiff and was High Sheriff of Glamorgan in 1859.   

 

All of the houses in Roath Court Road were leasehold, with ground rent 

payable to the owner of the Roath Court Estate, in 1911 it was Rosa Maud 

Williams. The ground rent for one of the houses in 1911 was £5/5/- per year. A 

subsequent transfer of the leasehold of another house in the road in the 1960s 

made the ground rent payable to the late Susan Eva Williams, daughter of 

Robert Henry Williams. Then the freeholds cost £640 to purchase. 

 

Although a quick glance would suggest that the houses in the oldest part of 

Roath Court Road are identical, in fact they differ subtly in both size and 

design.  They were developed by 5 different builders: 

  

Henry Jones, 34 Waterloo Road. 

George Henry Leonard, 31 Boverton St 

William Kerslake, 15 Blenheim Road. 

Thomas Selby, 71 Moorland Road. 

George Burgess, 2 Newfoundland Road. 

 

Most of these builders seemed to live in one of the houses that they built, before 

moving onto the next development, although William Kerslake was an 

exception, as he lived in Blenheim Road for many years. This first group of 

houses was developed in 11 parcels, none larger than 8 houses, and took 

place over 3 years.  

 
One of the first houses to be built in Roath Court Road, in 1910 
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The second parcel of house building occurred south of Princes Street, between 

1931 and 1933, mostly built by the local firm of Cyril and Gerrard Geen. The last 

group was built in the 1960s, to the rear of the demolished Roath Cottages 

fronting Albany Road. 

 

Most leaseholders bought the freehold interest in the houses over the following 

decades, mostly in the 1960s and 1970s, although it is believed that at least 

one house in the road is still subject to a lease.  

 

Today, the road has parked cars on both sides of the street, leaving a 

carriageway wide enough for two vehicles to pass. When they were built there 

were no cars, so the generous carriageway width was indicative of quality, 

preventing undue overlooking of the opposite neighbours. 

 

So who were the first occupiers of these houses? By the time of the 1911 census, 

none of the houses had been occupied. However, the 1914 edition of Kelly’s 

Directory records the occupiers’ names, and in most cases, they can be 

traced back to their previous addresses in the 1911 census, which lists their 

occupations and places of birth. Interestingly, in 1914 the houses had names 

rather than numbers, and when they were numbered, the numbering started 

from Princes Street. Shortly afterwards they were re-numbered, this time starting 

from the Albany Road end. The even-numbered houses started at No 16, 

presumably in anticipation of further houses being built on the open space at 

the rear of Roath Cottages on Albany Road. When those houses were built 

some 50 years later, they were smaller than those on the rest of Roath Court 

Road, necessitating the addition of numbers 2A and 4A. 

 

Returning to the census information, the first occupiers1 tended to be skilled 

workers or had middle-class occupations, nearly all in commerce (either retail 

or wholesale) or in manufacturing.  Some of the listed occupations were 

obscure – “the manager of Blue Works”, for example. Was that a firm that 

made laundry blueing, or did it involve the blueing of steel? Or was it just called 

the Blue Works because of its colour, or to differentiate it from another works? 

If anyone has ideas, let me know. 

 

I list below the names of occupiers whom I could trace, where they were born 

and their occupations. 

 

Alexander Squire Paignton, Devon Shopkeeper groom 

Charles Moreland Cardiff Coal factors salesman 

Charles Henry 

Cunningham 

Cardiff Local Government Officer 

Hugh John Huws Penrhyndeudraeth Certified teacher 

David Michael Cardiff Carpenter 

James William Miller Hull Copper smith 

 
1 I have only recorded the names and details of the head of household, who, invariably, was male.  
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William Anthony 

Hughes 

Cefn Coed, 

Brecknockshire 

Secretary to a society 

John Weedall Manchester Manager of butchers’ shops 

George Bacon Hanwell, Middlesex Railway clerk 

Walter W Waite Cardiff Tailor & draper 

Charlotte Davies Abercarn Clerk’s widow 

William Henry 

Lownsborough 

Cheshire Engineer and surveyor 

Arthur Gedrych Cardiff Clerk 

Frederick Earland Greenwich, Kent Accountant for wholesale paper 

merchants 

William Henry Trounce Cardiff Shipowner’s secretary 

John Frederick Gay Templecombe, 

Somerset 

Manager of Blue Works 

Ivor Clinton Lidstone Swansea Commercial traveller for soap 

manufacturers 

Thomas E Sexton Cardiff Builders’ Merchant 

Obadiah Hopkins Cardiff Accountant for an auction & 

estate agents 

William M Evans Not listed Engineer 

Henry WP Waller London Shipowner’s clerk 

Henry Stephens Cardiff Hydraulic crane operator 

John Hickey Cardiff Cashier for ship merchants’ store 

Rees Lewis Newquay, Cardigan Ship’s Captain 

Anne Williams Unknown Ship’s captain’s widow 

 

 
Diagram showing the birthplaces of early occupiers of Roath Court Road 
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About a third of the occupiers were born outside of Wales, and others, such as 

William Henry Trounce, son of one-time Mayor of Cardiff, William John Trounce, 

were children of parents from outside of Wales, in his case, from Penzance. 

Walter Waite was also Cardiff-born, but his father had moved to Cardiff from 

Chippenham in Wiltshire.  

 

The origins of the well-to-do occupants in this road contrasted with those of the 

streets aimed at the “working classes” in Cardiff. By 1881, about one third of 

Cardiff’s residents were Irish, and areas such as Newtown and the “poet” 

streets of Roath (Byron Street, Shakespeare Street & Milton Street) had many 

Irish residents. Yet none of the early residents of Roath Court Road came from 

Ireland. Similarly, Butetown, with its strong shipping connections had many 

immigrant residents from China, the Caribbean, Yemen, Somalia and West 

Africa. Many manual labourers in the early part of the 19th century came from 

rural Wales. Again, these groups are not well represented in the street. 

 

The 1921 census will provide a fuller picture of the residents of the street from 

100 years ago, but I hope that this glimpse will be of some interest. 
  



28 

SIR GEORGE LEWIS - WHERE IS HE? 

Ted Richards 

 

Can you help us track down Sir George Lewis.  He's been reported missing.   

 

A recent enquiry into our website asked if we knew of his whereabouts.  It came 

from Steve Parlanti whose ancestors owned Parlanti Bronze Foundries in 

London.  Steve has been busy piecing together the history of the foundry and 

tracking down the bronze casts that were made there.  He's put his findings 

together on an interesting website.  

 

Of the many pieces of art made by Parlanti foundries, three are here in Cardiff, 

all close to each other.  There are: 

 

Boer War memorial by Cardiff City Hall.  In his book of 1953, 'Casting A Torso In 

Bronze', Ercole J Parlanti wrote about the direct lost wax method, and 

mentioned how it was used for the casting in bronze of a small tree fixed in the 

hand of a Figure of Victory, part of the Cardiff War memorial. A real tree was 

used in this case, the brick-dust mixture applied to it, the wood burned out in 

the baking, and the molten metal run in its place. The casting was successful. 

 

The Scott memorial plaque is in the City Hall. This was designed by a young 

sculptor W. W. Wagstaffe.  The tablet had a troubled creation. Cardiff donated 

generously towards Scott's expedition to the Antarctic but it seems were far 

less generous when it came to establishing a Memorial Fund to him.  Wagstaffe 

claimed the tablet ended up costing him more to have made than he was 

paid. Delivery of the tablet was also delayed because the foundry had been 

ordered to temporarily suspend all artistic work for the production of vital 

munitions.  

 

Morpheus, by the sculptor William Goscombe John, made in 1890, in the 

National Museum of Wales. This figure was modelled in Paris during the 

studentship which followed the sculptor's winning of the Royal Academy Gold 

Medal of 1889. Goscombe John frequented Rodin's studio and the pose of this 

figure recalls Rodin's Age of Bronze. At the Royal Academy in 1891 it was 

exhibited with the poetic caption 'Drown'd in drowsy sleep of nothing he takes 

keep'.  When I tried to visit Morpheus at the museum recently I was told he'd 

been removed because of Covid. Here's wishing him a speedy recovery.  

 

http://www.parlantibronzefoundries.co.uk/
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What we are looking for is a forth casting.  In the West London Observer of  31 

Aug 1900 there is a list of pieces made at the Alexander Parlanti foundry 

including "Sir George Lewis for Cardiff".  Given the dates the foundry existed it 

is believed this must have been referring to a cast made some time between 

1890 and 1900.  

 

A quick internet search throws up two people called Sir George Lewis of 

notoriety.  

Sir George Cornewall Lewis (1806-1863). He was born in Radnorshire and later 

became MP for Herefordshire and held senior positions in government 

including Home Secretary and Chancellor of the Exchequer.  He is best known 

for preserving neutrality in 1862 when the British cabinet debated intervention 

in the American Civil War.  He is remembered in New Radnor with a striking 

stone monument erected in 1864.  Sir George Lewis is also remembered in 

Hereford with a statue which was unveiled also in 1864 some 35 years prior to 

the one referred to in the newspaper article so not the one we are looking for.  

There is also a bust of him by Henry Weekes in Westminster Abbey. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Cornewall_Lewis
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The other Sir George Lewis (1833-1911) was a lawyer from London.  On the face 

of it he has no obvious association with Cardiff.  It would also be relatively 

unusual for a statue to be commissioned of someone still alive though one of 

Cardiff's statues bucks that trend.  

So where is the missing statue of Sir George Lewis?  Can you help find him 

please. 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sir_George_Lewis,_1st_Baronet
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GET IN TOUCH 
 

 
 

For general society enquiries, newsletter submissions and to request 

loans from the R.L.H.S. Archive, contact: 

 

Geraint at Denison-Kurg@outlook.com or on (029) 2048 8358. 

 

For membership, contact: 

Lyn at RoathLocalHist@yahoo.com or on 07975 751807 

 

For events and programming enquiries, contact:  

Elizabeth at RoathHistory@gmail.com or on (029) 2048 2658. 

 

For website enquiries, contact: 

Ted at RoathHistoryWebsite@gmail.com. 

 

mailto:Denison-Kurg@outlook.com
mailto:RoathLocalHist@yahoo.com
mailto:RoathHistory@gmail.com
mailto:RoathHistoryWebsite@gmail.com

