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Private 22/993 Thomas Hunter 

22nd Battalion, Durham Light Infantry 

Died of Wounds – 20th June 1917 

Buried in Menin Road South Cemetery, Ypres 

 

I have used published accounts, National Archives records, Battalion War 

Diaries and my own personal library to piece together the World War 1 service 

record of Thomas. Sadly, 60% of the soldiers’ service records were destroyed 

by a German bomb during the Blitz in 1940. Thomas’s service record was one 

of those that did survive. 
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In 1911, Thomas was living in South Shields with his father, sister (who was 

widowed) and her 2 children. He was working in the coal mine industry, as was 

his father: 

 

 

22nd Battalion, Durham Light Infantry: 

An early solution to the vast demand for labour was to create in each infantry 

Division a battalion that would be trained and capable of fighting as infantry, 

but that would normally be engaged on labouring work. They were given the 

name of Pioneers. They differed from normal infantry in that they would be 

composed of a mixture of men who were experienced with picks and shovels 

(i.e. miners, road men, etc) and some who had skilled trades (smiths, 

carpenters, joiners, bricklayers, masons, tinsmiths, engine drivers and fitters). 

A Pioneer battalion would also carry a range of technical stores that infantry 

would not. This type of battalion came into being with an Army Order in 

December 1914. In early 1916, a number of infantry battalions composed of 

men who were medically graded unfit for the fighting were formed for 

labouring work. They had only 2 officers per battalion. Twelve such battalions 

existed in June 1916. 
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Thomas joined the DLI in March 1916. He was 25 years old. 
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Whilst on basic training in the UK, he was court marshalled twice and confined 

to barracks for a total of 10 days: 
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Thomas arrived on the Western Front on 22nd July 1916 and was transferred 

to the Royal Engineers, before rejoining the DLI in September 1916: 

 

The Battalion War Diary entry for 23rd September 1916 confirms that “50 

Other Ranks attached to 180 TC Royal Engineers returned to duty”. TC means 

tunnelling company. So we now know that Thomas was involved in digging 

tunnels for underground mines for the period between March and September 

1916. 

At this stage the DLI were behind the lines at Noyelles in Northern France.  
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On 15th October 1916, they arrived on the Somme battlefield. This battle had 

been raging since July, and the autumn rains had turned the battlefield, roads, 

trenches and dugouts into a muddy quagmire. The BEF needed more support 

from Pioneers. 

On 20th October 1916 the began work on new communication and assembly 

trenches ready for an attack on a strong German fortified position in Zenith 

Trench, in front of Le Transloy. 

On 23rd October, the attack on Zenith Trench was launched and the DLI 

followed the attacking troops into the newly won positions and consolidated 

them. They also dug new communication trenches back to their old front line. 

During this week, they suffered 120 casualties. 35 men killed, 22 of them on 

23rd October. 

This photo was taken on the battlefield in October 1916: 

 

They suffered another 100 casualties in the first half of November, including 14 

killed by gas shells.  

Still on the Somme battlefield, the DLI lost another 15 killed near Maricourt, 

whilst digging communication trenches to support another attack. A week 

later, the Germans began their strategic withdrawal to a new defensive line, 30 

miles east. 
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In late May 1917, the Pioneers of the DLI arrived in the Ypres area. A major 

offensive was being planned for late July. It was to become known as the 3rd 

Battle of Ypres. It was preceded by the Battle of Messines on 7th June 1917. 

There was plenty of work for the Pioneers to do. 

What happened to Thomas? 

The Battalion diary provides us with a detailed account of movements, tasks 

and location during the few days leading up to Thomas’ death. 

On 14th June 1917, the Battalion moved to Pioneer Camp near Dickebusch. 

This photo was taken at the tented camp. The Battalion Diary describes the 

camp as “one of the best we have been in, consisting of huts and farm 

buildings.” 
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The location of Pioneer Camp can be seen on this 1917 map in square number 

21: 
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A few days later they were moved into billets in the Esplanade in Ypres. They 

had been ordered to help construct 2 communication trenches. On 19th June 

the DLI moved 2 Companies (400 men) from the Esplanade to Swan Chateau. 

The chateau is no longer there and the area is part of the suburbs of Ypres, 

called Wit Huis. The lake that you can see in the map is still there though. It’s 

location can be seen on this map. 

 

This link shows a modern map of the same area: 

https://www.google.com/maps/@50.8379696,2.8769729,15z 

It was close to Swan Chateau that Thomas was mortally wounded. The 

Battalion Diary for 20th June 1917 reported the following: 

“Very little work was done on account of heavy enemy artillery fire. Captain 

Grindell and 2nd Lt Jarah killed whilst taking A Company up to do their work. Lt 

R V Hogdson and 6 Other Ranks killed and 23 Other Ranks wounded at their 

work. The two platoons concerned were on top filling sandbags for making a 

parapet for new Communication Trench when the enemy suddenly put up a 

barrage.” 

https://www.google.com/maps/@50.8379696,2.8769729,15z
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Thomas was one of those 23 Other Ranks wounded.  

Very close to Swan Chateau is Shrapnel Corner. It was, and still is, a junction 

that the Germans could see from their positions on the high ground to the 

East. It was therefore an obvious target for their heavy artillery. This is a 1917 

photo of Swan Chateau: 
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I have marked the places where these events took place in June 1917: 

 

It was eventually established that 10 men of the DLI died that day, including 

Thomas. 9 of them are now buried in Dickebusch New Military Cemetery 

Extension. He is the only one buried in Menin Road South Cemetery. It is 

therefore clear that he must have been taken from the trenches to a medical 

post in Ypres, where he died on the same day he was wounded.  
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Thomas made a will just 5 days before he died: 
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His few belongings were returned to his father in November 1917: 
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This form, dated 1919, lists Thomas’ relatives that he left behind: 
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In 1919, Thomas’ body was moved across the road from Menin Road North 

Cemetery to Menin Road South. The Menin Road North Cemetery was closed 

down. 
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Other research into Thomas has also been completed by Pauline Priano: 

http://www.newmp.org.uk/article.php?categoryid=99&articleid=1386&displayorder=436 

 

Rest in peace Thomas Hunter 

Terry Whenham 

April 2020 

https://www.terrystours.co.uk/ 
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