My grandfather Peter Lane was born in 1873 at Bowden Close, a mining village just east of Crook; the son of coal miner William Lane, and his wife Mary Ann.  Peter was also a coal miner; in the 1891 census he is recorded as “age 17, coalminer” living with his parents in Bowden Terrace, Bowden Close. In 1895 he married Mary Langley at the Register Office, Bishop Auckland. At the time war broke out in 1914 Mary and Peter had five children: Mary Ann, born 1898; William, 1901; Sarah, 1903; Robert, 1908; and Richard, 1911.
Judging by his regimental number it would appear that Peter volunteered for service in 1915; so aged 41 or 42. He became 102439 Sapper Peter Lane of the 185th Tunnelling Company, Royal Engineers. (102752 Sapper William Goldsborough, of Sunnybrow, served with the 179th Tunnelling Coy, — which along with 185 Coy was stationed in France at La Boisselle, near Albert. William Goldsborough died on 29th August 1915, and like Peter Lane, is commemorated on the Helmington Row war memorial). The Royal Engineers recruited many Durham coalminers to work in the Tunnelling Companies, and several are commemorated on memorials in the Crook area.
At the time Peter volunteered, his wife was pregnant, and gave birth to Lily Louvain in 1915.

Peter Lane died of wounds at La Boisselle on 4th February 1916. It is not so common for the circumstances in which ‘Other Ranks’ died to be documented, but Peter died in an incident which claimed the lives of two officers — including Captain T.C. Richardson, the Officer in Command of 185 Coy — and sixteen Other Ranks. This incident warranted a report, so we are fortunate in being able to trace the events of that day. Details of the report, and extracts from the private diary of 2nd Lt. Lyall, who survived the incident, are given below.
He is buried alongside the other fifteen Other Ranks who died on that day in the Military Cemetery at Becourt, east of Albert.
In the summer of 1916, some months after Peter’s death, Lily died, and Mary gave birth to Irene Verdun on 30th August 1916.
Like many war widows, Mary remarried: on 12th July 1919 she married Jack Brady.
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[image: image2.jpg]At 2.15 p.m. the enemy exploded a camouflet. From all accounts the
explosion was not intense and the damage done to our galleries was small.
The probabilities are that the mine had been charged and tamped for some
time, that the charge had deteriorated, and that part of it had been incom-
pletely detonated, with the result that large volumes of carbon monoxide,
hydrogen, and methane were formed. At the time of the explosion four
officers and a considerable number of men were in our galleries. The exact
positions of the officers and most of the men at the time of explosion were
known (see Fig. 3). There was an order that as soon as an explosion occurred
everyone must leave the mine, and an attempt was made to carry this {Juf-
At first gas from the camouflet came along the galleries, but not in sufficient
strength to overcome those in the mine, although they began to feel the
effects of it. Certainly they were not exposed to gas of sufficient strength to
give rise to an explosion, for they would have been quickly overcome by it, and
it is known from the movements of an officer that this was not so. Suddenly
there was a rush of gas from the camouflet. This passed down a branch
gallery to the transversal, where it was ignited by the candles of two men
whose caps were found here ; it exploded farther along the transversal, killing
an officer. As before mentioned, in certain proportions of explosive gases
the explosive effect at the point of ignition is practically #i¢l, and anyone
at that place would suffer from burns and not from the shock and injuries

from the explosive wave. And this is what was found ; the men who ignited
the gas, and who were afterwards rescued, suffered from burns and CO poison-
ing, while at the point of explosion an officer was killed by the violence of the
explosion. As a result of the explosion of the gas in the transversal and its
ignition along the branch gallery a partial vacuum was caused which produced
another influx of gas into the galleries. This passed along the upcast (the
direction of the circulation of air as frequently happened after an explosion
having been altered, the downcast becoming the upcast), and led to the death
of the men who were working in this part of the mine workings. Two officers
were killed, one by the violence of the explosion, the other by burns and CO
poisoning, and sixteen lost their lives from CO poisoning. Splendid work was
done by the rescue men of the company, who saved a number of lives. The
rescue operations on the surface were conducted under heavy shell fire.
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Tig. 3.—Plan illustrating an explosion of gas from a German camouflet.




[Extract from diary of 2nd Lt. Lyall, 185th Tunnelling Company, R.E.]

Fri, Feb 4, 1916

I was up in good time.  I had a look round and then set to work to write a report.  Just as I was finishing it the O.C. came into the dugout. So I explained to him the situation in the galleries and also how things were as regards the military situation which was not very good on our right.  We conversed together about our plans until lunch, when he had something to eat with us.  After lunch the O.C. said he would go down to the galleries and if I would go down the French well and knock, he would listen and we would then discover if it was near holing.  We arranged to knock at 1.45 pm.  I set off, taking a pair of shoes and a towel and went down L shaft.  I stripped to the waist, put on the shoes and went into the water.  It was deeper than I thought so I returned, took off my tunic and once more set off.  I made my way through the water for 100 ft or more.  The wooden rails were floating about and made it very difficult, especially as the water was up to my thighs.  I managed to get there to time and waited perhaps a minute when knocking commenced.  I answered with a pick I found laid there.  We tried in several places and finally found the point where we were nearest and had closed to signal and I was about to return when a terrible bang knocked me to one side and some soil fell on me and I lost my light.  I had an electric torch, but it went into the water in my hand and would not work.  Fearing an explosion of some sort I struggled out, especially as I heard some rapid knocking on the wall.

It was a struggle in the dark through the water and the floating rails were bothersome but at last I got out and found my towel.  I fished some matches and a candle out of the pocket and was able to reach the shaft bottom and get dried and dressed.  I hurried up the shaft and found someone sheltering near the sap.  I asked what the matter was and was told that the enemy had fired a mine at Z shaft.  Shells were coming over thick and fast, so I hurried to the dugout and found Hall there and several of the men all suffering from gas; Hall was helping the others.  I asked him where the Proto sets were and he said that they were all gone but that the last one had just gone to Z so I hurried off there and found a man with a set on just coming out of the sap; a great volume of gas was coming out too.  I took the set from him, put it on and went into the sap.  I found a man half way down lying on his face, apparently, dead.  I tried to move him but felt too weak.  I went to the shaft head and shouted down but heard no reply and no sound, so I returned and on the way back fell down.  I must have lain some time for I found myself choking: I turned on the by-pass and got some neat oxygen which helped me to get out of the sap mouth.  An Essex officer and some men pulled me up out of the sap mouth.  I took off the apparatus and went back to the dugout.  On the way there I met Dr Routledge and told him to go at once to 179 Co for help.  I got to the dugout, and, taking a canary with me, went to G 7 sap.  I saw that the air was intaking so I lit a candle and went down the shaft and I got a man to lower the canary down after me. The air was alright at the bottom so I went ahead and opened the door leading to the main transverse to let the fresh air flow along.  I then went to the foot of Inch St and saw a light.  I called but the individual was wearing a Proto apparatus and could not answer.  I went to him and found that it was Lance Corpl Woodward struggling with Lt Hill.  I saw that Hill was all right and Woodward exhausted so I took off his Proto set and we went along the transverse together.  We found the O.C. and Latham and two other fitters together.  The O.C. was dead but the others were alive and struggling so with the aid of Woodward I got them separated and set to work to try and revive the O.C. by artificial respiration.  We turned the others onto their sides. Then I noticed that Woodward was completely exhausted so I sent him back for aid and struggled with the men alone.  It seemed a long, time before I heard the voice of Capt Hance; I then saw him and Lt Young coming along the gallery.  Lt Young commenced to give Latham oxygen.  I went on with artificial respiration, but it was no use; I had to give it up.  We tried to get the fitters apart and stop them fighting, but it was exhausting work.  Since help had followed Capt Hance, I pushed on down the main traverse and saw a body laid just past No 3 gallery, and two at the top of No 4A, five at the entrance to No 5.  I went down Z shaft and found two more bodies, but as all were dead I came back and assisted in removing the gassed and dead.  In the mean time Latham had died.  I then came back up the incline with Capt Hance.  I then went to the dugout and had a cup of tea, and saw to the arrangement of things.  After a rest I went back down the incline with Capt Hance.  I told Tomlinson, (who had come up) what to do.  I got a report from Cutts that the workings were very little damaged, except near the end of No 3 where the floor was blown up a bit.  I then came back up and set off to Albert through the trenches via the Chateau.  It was raining and I was tired.  I called in at the Essex H.Q. and they told me that the bodies of the O.C. and Latham were in the mortuary at the Chateau, so we continued our way.  I had had nothing to eat since lunch, it was now near 10.00 pm. so I tried to eat something but failed.  As Danford was in the orderly room, I told him all that had happened.  Feeling very tired.  I made my way across to bed.  Before going to the billet, I called at a dressing station, and had my head dressed.  They wanted to keep me, but I would not stay as I did not want to leave the job.  They made me promise to go back next day.
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