
Sergeant Thomas Doggrell 
 

 
Among the names on Semley’s war memorial of the brave men who gave 
their lives in the First World War is that of Thomas Doggrell who died in 
January 1918.   
 
For many years the Doggrell’s had been - and indeed still are - associated 
with the farming community in the West Country, particularly in the area 
where the counties of Wiltshire, Somerset and Dorset meet. 
 
Thomas’s father, also Thomas, was born in Motcombe in 1873 whilst 
mother, whose maiden name was Burt, came from Sherborne.   
 
They probably met whilst both were working for the Guest family at Inwood 
House, near Henstridge, where the 1891 census lists him as one of the 33 
servants employed there at that time. 
 
When young Thomas was born on December 8

th
 1896 his father was still 

employed at Inwood as a groom, but 5 years later they had left their home 
in Yenston and were farming at Guests Farm, Motcombe.  It cannot be a 
coincidence that this farm bears the same name as their erstwhile 
employers whose benevolence towards their employees was well known.   
          
Trooper Thomas Doggrell at Mersa Matruh Egypt, January 4

th
 1916  

 
By 1911 they had moved to East End Farm, Semley where his parents were living at the time of Thomas’s death.  
From there they relocated to Chaldicots Farm in the same village and 10 years later they were to make their final 
move to Wallmead Farm, Tisbury. 
 
On each of these farms the family made their living by milking cows and as the only son of a dairy farmer, young 
Thomas would have been involved in the business from an early age.  He would probably have left school by the age 
of 12 and gone straight into a job that required many hours of hard labour every day of the year, making him very fit 
but, perhaps, yearning for something more adventurous. 
 
When war broke out in August 1914 he was 17 years old and no doubt found himself caught up in the excitement of 
the time, the almost unanimous belief being that it would ‘all be over by Christmas’.  It probably appeared to him a 
chance too good to miss, so presumably with his parents blessing, he left the family farm to join the 1/1

st
 Queens 

Own Dorset Yeomanry (QODY).  A brief look at his war gives an indication of the hell he and his comrades were 
about to experience.  
 
After initial training the QODY, consisting of 26 officers and 507 other ranks, together with their horses and a few 
mules, sailed from Avonmouth for Egypt on April 8th 1915.  By the time they reached Alexandria 12 days later, at 
least 30 of the horses had died, possibly because of the limited ventilation within the ship’s hold. 
 
For the next 4 months they trained in and about Cairo until on August 13

th
, 377 officers and men, leaving their horses 

behind, sailed for Gallipolli to fight as infantry. Whilst disembarking at Sulva Bay 4 days later they had their first taste 
of coming under fire.  
 
They were part of a large number of Allied troops who had been brought together in this area in readiness for a major 
assault against well defended Turkish positions on August 21

st
.  Initially, the QODY were part of a 5000 man reserve 

but the battle went badly wrong for the Allies and by the time they were called in, late in the day, it seems to have 
already been lost.   
 
Lt. Col. E. Troyte-Bullock, a highly experienced 53 year old soldier, whose home was at Zeals House, near Mere, led 
300 of Dorset’s finest young men against a Turkish army who overlooked a dried salt lake that they had to cross.  
The result was horrific.  47 Dorset men killed and another 72 injured. It was the worst day of the war for the Dorset 
Yeomanry. Col. Troyte-Bullock was their only officer to come through unscathed. 
 
A period of relative stalemate followed for the survivors who led a miserable existence endeavouring to deal as best 
they could with the horrendous conditions. They lived in dugouts with only a waterproof sheet as cover, sometimes 
short of rations, always short of water - the usual allowance being a quart per man daily, tormented almost to insanity 
by huge numbers of flies and frequently under fire.  By the end of October they were more than happy with the 
decision to accept defeat and return to Egypt. 
 
A well-deserved rest followed before they joined forces with other regiments to deal with an uprising from the Senussi 
tribes.  These peoples, who lived in the Libyan desert, were armed and officered by the Turks and threatened Egypt 
from the West.  
 
On February 26

th
 1916, the now remounted yeomanry, reinforced by drafts from home, made a famous cavalry 

charge at Agagia.  Faced by 500 well armed enemy equipped with machine guns, 196 Dorset yeomen charged their 
adversaries over three quarters of a mile of open country with drawn swords.  Their amazing courage, which in any 
other situation could better be described as lunacy, brought success but at a dreadful cost.  Half the horses and 32 
men were lost. 
 



 

It is known with some certainty from the notes left on the back of an old photograph that Trooper Doggrell - as he was 
then - was one of those who took part in this action. 
 
Col. Troyte-Bullock missed this battle as he was on sick leave and Lt. Col. H. Souter led the charge, only to have his 
horse killed from beneath him.  By curious chance the animal’s dying strides delivered his rider almost to the feet of 
the opposing General, who, together with 5 staff were later described as being in a state of “pitiable, howling funk”.  
Col. Souter arrested the General, mounted him on a camel, and had him escorted back to allied lines. For his 
fearless leadership that day the Colonel was rightly recommended for a VC but was later awarded a DSO. 

 

 
The Queen’s Own Dorset Yeomanry’s Famous Cavalry Charge 

Agagia, Egypt - 26
th
 November 1916 

A copy of the painting by Lady Butler  

 
The cruelty of the encounter can be judged by the fact that the Senussi tribes apparently had no qualms about 
murdering wounded opposition, whereas an estimated 300 of their own side were ‘sabred’.  Trooper Doggrell must 
have played an important part in this action because he was promoted to sergeant soon after and one wonders how 
many tribesmen were cut down by the sword of a 19 year old lad from Semley.  
 
The survivors returned the next day to recover their dead comrades and, in the words of 2

nd
 Lt. J.H. Blaksley whose 

written report of the bloodbath survives today, ‘found them stripped of all their clothing and in a few cases horribly 
battered and mutilated’. 
 
Whilst admiring the incredible bravery of the Yeomanry one is left with this ghastly vision of carnage in the desert.  
Death and injury, blood and gore, human and equine, friend and foe.  Was there any help for wounded enemy?  
Were the dead enemy buried?  Were the injured horses shot?  And their carcases left to rot?  Did anyone clean up 
afterwards? 
 
This was virtually the end of the Senussi uprising in western Egypt and with Lt. Col. Troyte-Bullock again in 
command, the Yeomanry began the long march back to Alexandria.  The 320 mile trek was completed on April 7th 
with the regiment’s force down to 276 men. 
 
During the next 18 months, with the Dorset Yeomanry’s strength more than doubled, they were frequently in action 
around Gaza.  Now part of the 6

th
 Mounted Brigade under the overall leadership of General Sir Edmund Allenby, they 

became part of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force, which had been greatly enlarged in preparation for a major push 
against the Ottoman Empire. 
 
Their first objective was the town of Beersheba, particularly important because of the wells.  But by the time the 
Yeomanry arrived there on November 5

th
 1917 the town had already fallen to the Allies, so after watering and taking 

the briefest of rests they moved north to chivvy the enemy. 
 
The Turks were now in retreat towards Jerusalem but they were far from finished and the local terrain was very much 
in their favour.  An unusual period of heavy rain at this time caused problems for the Allies with an ever extending 
supply line and misery for the troops who were still in their Mediterranean uniforms. 
 
A week later the QODY were called upon to support fellow yeomanry in an attack on the El Mughar ridge.  After 
galloping over 4,000 yards of shot swept ground, they dismounted their exhausted steeds, fixed bayonets and 
charged the ridge on foot. Met by heavy rifle and machine gun fire, the brave yeoman gallantly followed their leaders 
and gained the day but at a cost to them of 10 dead, 45 wounded and 80 horses killed.  The Brigade as a whole 
captured 1,396 Turks and 16 of their guns. 
 
On the November 21

st
 the Dorset Yeomanry led a column several miles long, as they descended from the hills in 

single file along a narrow track near a place called Beirtunia.  It was 11.30 in the morning and a powerful Ottoman 
army awaited them on the opposite ridge.  With Sergeant Doggrell leading his troop the Yeomanry immediately went 
into action. Initially, in the face of fierce resistance, the now dismounted troops were able to get a foothold on the 
ridge but were then beaten off.  They made several further, unsuccessful attempts to force their way up the steep, 
rocky sides of the ridge until enemy reinforcements arrived and they were driven back into the ravine, before 
withdrawing and breaking off the engagement. 



 

 This was only a minor battle in the context of the war and seems to have been one of the few times since Gallipoli 
that the QODY had to retreat, albeit only temporarily.  Sadly they were forced to leave 21 men behind, described as 
‘missing’, one of which was Sgt Thomas Doggrell who had been wounded and captured.  As a senior NCO he would 
have been in the forefront of this grim struggle and a natural target for the enemy. 
 
One assumes that his wound was not too serious or it is unlikely that the retreating Turks would have taken him with 
them.  Under the circumstances he may well have been an encumbrance to them and one cannot help wondering 
what treatment he had for his wounds.  Did he, particularly latterly, even have shelter, food and water, or was he just 
left to die?   This period would have covered his 21

st
 birthday but was certainly not a time for celebration.  Thomas 

was until then a strong, fit young man with a keen and proven will to survive but he sadly passed away a few weeks 
later. His death certificate claims that he died of ‘wounds and sickness’. 
 
Some indication of the ferocity of the campaign that claimed his life can be shown by the casualty figures for the 6 
weeks when the Allies advanced from Beersheba to Jerusalem - 1800 British Empire troops and 25000 Ottoman. 
 
All wars are exceedingly cruel and viewed from the Turkish prospective there does not appear to have been any 
advantage to them nursing Thomas back to health.  The Turks were now very much ‘on the back foot’ and if anybody 
needed nursing it would have been their own injured troops.  They were not noted for their philanthropy - in fact just 
the opposite - so the ghastly thought arises that poor Thomas Doggrell’s life was of little use to them. 
 
There seems little doubt that Thomas was at one time in a Jerusalem hospital from where he apparently sent his 
parents a postcard telling them that he was recovering from his wounds and was well looked after.  Of course, whilst 
this news was hopefully the truth, it could have been what he was told to say, or again it may even have been what 
he knew his parents wanted to hear. 
 
How the authorities eventually learnt of his death is not known although there is evidence during the campaign of 
German airmen - who were supporting the Turks - deliberately dropping lists behind allied lines of those taken 
prisoner together with the name tags from those killed, but it seems more likely that such news came through a 
neutral embassy. 
 
A report in The Western Gazette at the time said that the dreaded news came from a fellow prisoner who had met 
him in hospital, but this account is unconvincing. By the time of his death the enemy had been driven out of the city a 
month earlier and, according to this account, his death occurred in Turkey.  Are we to believe that the fleeing 
Ottoman army would have concerned themselves with wounded prisoners sufficiently to remove him from the 
hospital in Jerusalem to another in Turkey where he was seen by this fellow prisoner?  If this claim were fact, then 
surely the exact date of Thomas’s death would not be disputed, certainly the place it occurred, the informant’s name 
and possibly, as he did not die in action, even the site of his grave would all be known.  
 
There is a question whether he ever went to Turkey. The above report and his memorial card both inform that he died 
there; information that perhaps came from his family who may have believed that at the time.  Yet his name is 
inscribed on the official military memorial in Jerusalem whilst it is believed that POW’s who died in captivity in Turkey 
had their names inscribed on a similar memorial in Bagdad. 
  
There is insufficient written word to confirm Thomas Doggrell took part in all the battles mentioned but the 
circumstantial evidence is quite convincing.  Firstly, his memorial card claims his presence in each of the Dorset 
Yeomanry’s major conflicts. Secondly, whilst promotion within the Services can come quickly in times of warfare, to 
have reached sergeant at such a young age indicates a talent well above average, and he would only have gained 
that recognition on the battlefield.  He was obviously one of their best soldiers and where else would he have been 
but in the vanguard of the action?  In fact, at the time of his promotion he was only 19 years old and was the 
youngest sergeant in the regiment. 
 

 
 
This time must have been an absolute nightmare for his parents and only sister, Selina, back in Semley.  It is a very 
traumatic experience for any family to lose a child, but for an only son, hundreds of miles away, unable to help and, 
indeed, for some time not knowing whether he was dead or alive, must have pushed their emotions to the limit.  He 
may possibly have had leave during the first year of his service but had no opportunity to return to Semley after the 
QODY left for Egypt which means that his family would not have seen him for almost 4 years.     
 



 

The following spring on Sunday, May 26
th
 a memorial service for Thomas was held in Semley church.  It does not say 

on his memorial card the exact date of his death, only the day on which he was wounded, which may indicate that his 
family were not aware of this until sometime later - possibly after the cessation of hostilities - for the war continued 
until November.  In fact although his death certificate, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission and the Dorset 
Yeomanry records all give the date of his death as January 13

th
 1918, his family apparently claimed it was January 

2
nd

.  
 

      
                     St. Leonard’s Church Semley                                     WW1 War Memorial in the churchyard 
 
When young Thomas joined the Dorset Yeomanry he had taken with him his own horse, as was the custom for new 
recruits at that time. After the war, the War Department were left with hundreds of horses that they no longer 
required, and those families who had supplied one were offered another as a replacement.  His father took 
advantage of this, named the new horse Egypt after the country in which his son had spent his last days, and no 
doubt seeking some solace, spent many days following the local foxhounds. 
 
Thomas Doggrell Snr played a prominent part in public life both before and after his son’s death.  Among his several 
offices, he was chairman of the local parish council and an entry in the minute book of the time quotes: the following 
motion was carried in the usual manner, ‘That this Council expresses its most sincere sympathetic condolences to 
Mr, Mrs and Miss Doggrell in their irreparable sad loss’. 
 
Proof, if any were required, that Thomas’ parents literally carried their grief to their grave can be seen as a footnote 
on their headstone in Tisbury churchyard.  It reads: 
  

And in dear memory of Tommy Doggrell 
Sergeant in the Queens Own Dorset Yeomanry 

Died in Palestine whilst Prisoner of War 
Jan 2

nd
 1918  Aged 21 

 
Tommy had no brothers and his only sister Selina never married, so when she died on March 18

th
 1982 this branch of 

the Doggrell family died out. 
 

Bernard Pike      
September  2013 

  


