
 

Somme Soldier Who Died a Hero 

 

They that grow not old, as we that are left grow old, 

Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn, 

At the going down of the sun and in the morning, 

We will remember them 

 

Close to Wiltshire’s southern border, a road turns off the A350 to the little village of Sedgehill.  Near that turning 

is a long forgotten memorial to a soldier who died in WW1.  Of a size and design that would not look out of place 

on a village green, it commemorates Lieutenant Niel Shaw Stewart who was killed, age 22, in the First Battle of 

the Somme on Monday 21 August 1916. 

 

There was a time when one could look through a fine oak wicket to see the carefully mown grass and clipped 

yew hedge that surrounded this memorial but those days are long since gone. Now nature has almost retaken 

the site, making it visible only to the few who know of its existence.   

 

The Shaw Stewarts are from a most distinguished Scottish clan who can trace their ancestry back through an 

uninterrupted line of male succession to Sir John Stewart, the illegitimate son of King Robert 111 of Scotland and 

from thence to Robert the Bruce.  The family continue to live at Ardgowan in Renfrewshire today.  

      Postcard c1920 

 

Niel’s grandfather, Sir Michael Shaw Stewart, married Lady Octavia Grosvenor, the youngest daughter of the 2
nd

 Marquis of Westminster, 

in 1852.  On the death of the immensely wealthy Marquis, his estates were divided, the Wiltshire portion becoming the property of the 

Shaw Stewarts.  Their inheritance brought them to these parts where they had homes at Fonthill Abbey and Hays House in Sedgehill. 

 

The dynasty has a long and honourable association with the Army and it would have been no more than was expected for Niel, who was 

barely 20, to volunteer at the outbreak of war in August 1914. Within the first year, he sustained severe shrapnel wounds to his knee at 

Ypres with 1st Battalion the Rifle Brigade.  After returning home for an operation and convalescence, he rejoined his regiment. 

 

Two years into his service, he was attached to D Company 3rd Battalion the Rifle Company and was sent into the front line nine days 

before he was killed.  Even for an experienced soldier, this must have been nine days of sheer hell.  The troops in this section were trying 

to repossess the ruined village of Guillemont, 60 miles north of Paris, where the bitterest fighting imaginable had been taking place for 

several weeks amidst carnage beyond belief.  Neither side could gain the advantage.  It was a classic example of an immovable object and 

an irresistible force, except that the forces here were not mechanical, but human. 

 

Given that it is normally safer to be defending a site than attacking, it says volumes for the bravery of soldiers like our hero who, with his 

previous experience, must have known the odds he was facing.  Captain Pope, D Company’s Commanding Officer, was killed on 18 August.  

His replacement, Lt. Butler, died 3 days later.  Lt. Niel Shaw Stewart assumed command but within a matter of hours, he too was dead.  

The Rifle Brigade’s records do not say precisely how he met his death, but the account of Lt. Butler’s passing is worth hearing to appreciate 

the courage and commitment of these young men. 

 

“In the thick of this engagement Lt. Butler was hit and paralysed.  Two of his men were eager to carry him in but he forbade them to run 

the risk of approaching him.  Despite the severity of his wound, he destroyed his maps and papers and shouted encouragements to his 

men, urging them to hold on at all costs.  A second time the same men went to him.  Although by then he was dying, he refused to be 

touched and ordered them back.  At the end of the second day, when at dusk the company were called in, they went out for him a third 

time.  But he could not be found.” 

 

The British Army’s strategy of shelling the enemy with ever increasing ferocity failed to have the desired effect as the Germans had 

tunnelled underground.  When the shelling stopped there seemed an endless supply of resolute British soldiers to go over the top and 

advance at the walk in the face of German machine guns. 

 

Zero hour on 21st August was at 4.30pm. The same Rifle Brigade history recounts:  “Once again the Brigade in front of Guillemont 

withered away before the fire from that seemingly invulnerable fortress ….. D Company struggled to High Holborn (a nickname for an area 

around the station) at the cost of all the officers and three quarters of the men ….. 23 survivors hung on in an untenable position until 

ordered to withdraw after dark ..… the attacks on 21
st
 August were not notably successful.” 

 

One more cold impersonal telegram, similar to thousands of others, conveyed 

the dreaded news to his distraught family.  Niel’s father, Walter Shaw Stewart, 

was working at the War Office in London in charge of the officers’ casualty 

department.  He and his wife Mary were probably already aware of their son’s 

death by the time the telegram arrived, in which case it’s arrival would only 

have added to their pain, as did the arrival of a cheque for £5 1s 6d being the 

outstanding pay due to Niel. 

 

Before the war it had been the habit of the family to walk the mile or so to 

Sedgehill church every Sunday morning where Niel’s father would read the 

lesson. The family were held in such esteem there that, when the service 

finished, the locals left the church first and lined the path to curtsy or bow as 

they passed.  Within St. Catherine’s church is a brass plaque reminding all that 

Niel was killed in action whilst leading D Company in the attack on Guillemont. 



 

In his letters from the front, Niel told his parents how he missed that part of Wiltshire around his home; 

that he could visualise the giant silver-leafed poplar trees that flourished close to the Sedgehill turning.  

Today these are long gone but there are dozens of smaller ones in the area, presumably descended from 

them.  They grew beside the route that Niel would have taken to church on Sundays and this could have 

been the reason why this site was chosen for his memorial. 

 

Erected, no doubt, in the vain hope that it might ease his family’s grief, it stands equidistant between his 

home and the church - far from where he is buried.  He has a marked grave at Deville Wood Cemetery, 

Longueval, Somme, among 5,500 other WW1 casualties of which nearly two thirds are unidentified. 

 

Those who may feel it would be right to reinstate Lt. Niel Shaw Stewart’s memorial should perhaps bear 

in mind that although it was placed facing the road to be seen by all, it remains a private memorial.  As 

such it has much in common with a headstone in a churchyard.  Take a look at 100 year old headstones, 

they are in general illegible, no longer upright and are now almost certainly forgotten by the bereaved 

families who so lovingly built them, for it might be said, they have served their purpose. 

        Lt Niel Shaw-Stewart 

                                          Written by Mr. Bernard Pike, a native of Semley 

 

 

 

Since the above article was written in 2007, Sedgehill & Semley Parish Council have erected a plaque 

on the fence in front of Niel Shaw-Stewart’s memorial to mark the centenary of WW1.  The plaque 

reads: 

 

“Memorial for a WW1 hero 

Erected by the family of a young son, killed at the battle of the Somme, the inscription on the cross 

reads: 

‘To the Glory of God and in proud and loving memory of Niel  

2
nd

 son of Walter Richard and Mary Beatrice Sydney Shaw-Stewart 

Lieutenant Rifle Brigade 

Killed in action when leading D Company in the attack at Guillemont, France, August 21
st
 1916 age 22 

The Lord shall be thine everlasting light 

The days of our mourning shall be ended’ 

 

The Shaw-Stewarts come from a distinguished Scottish clan and moved to Wiltshire in the mid 

nineteenth century on inheriting estates through marriage. 

Zero hour on August 21 was 4.30pm.  D Company went ‘over the top’ and ‘the brigade withered 

away before the seemingly invulnerable fortress.’  All the officers and three quarters of the men 

were killed.  There were 23 survivors. 

Niel has a marked grave at Delville Wood Cemetery, Longueval, Somme, among 5500 other WW1 

casualties.” 
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