Information Sheet 2

 The Oxford and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry in the First World War


The First World War (1914-18) claimed the lives of over one million British and Commonwealth men and women.  Twenty-nine are buried (or commemorated) in the Churchyard. In addition, there are 185 named on the Cowley St John Roll of Honour. Most fought with the Oxford and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry: Ox and Bucks, for short. Most would have been volunteers as there was no conscription before 1916.


 The Oxford and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry (Ox and Bucks, for short, or O.B.L.I) had a busy of it in World War One. They fought in many areas of battle, but mainly on the Western Front in France and Belgium. Some fought in Mesopotamia (where Iraq is today). They won many honours, including two Victoria Crosses, but sustained terrible casualties (figures) especially at Loos in 1915, on the Somme in 1916 and at Ypres in 1917.


The Ox and Bucks arrived on the Western Front in 1914 and fought bravely against the crack troops of the German Prussian Guard who were well-known to be fierce  warriors. The 2nd Battalion totally defeated them.


But 1915, things got worse. They saw action in the terrible Battle of Loos when they were mown down by machine gun fire, in September 1915. They also suffered really badly on the First Day of the Battle of the Somme on July 1st 1916. This was the worst day in British military history in which the army suffered 60,000 casualties in one day, and over two hundred thousand by the time the battle ended.


 The Ox and Bucks served throughout the Battle of the Somme as long as it lasted (several months) and suffered very heavy losses. They saw unimaginable horrors, especially at Mametz Wood and Pozieres.  But just as they probably thought things couldn’t get any worse, they did: - at Ypres (Wipers) in 1917.


What made this battle especially horrific was the mud. It started raining and didn’t stop and kept on raining, turning the ground into a swamp. Even so, the Commanders wouldn’t call off the attack and as the ground turned to liquid mud, the men had to fight on. They died in their thousands, many having no known grave because of the conditions. One of these missing men is Private Cedric  Horace Veary, aged 23. Perhaps he was killed at Polygon Wood or on the Menin Road, which was where the Ox and Bucks fought at this time.


Later that autumn, the Ox and Bucks took part in the first battle of the war where tanks were used: Cambrai. It was the last major battle of 1917. And it was still stalemate. And it remained so until the Germans launched their counter-attack on March 21st 1918. This was called the Ludendorff Offensive after the German general who led it. They hoped to defeat the British before the Americans arrived. But they did not succeed. Even though they pushed the British right back – almost - to where they started from, the soldiers held on. But it took until August before the Germans were pushed back again. In this bloody fighting, the Ox and Bucks suffered heavy losses yet again.


Between August and November, when the War finally ended, the Ox and Bucks were among the troops pushing the German retreat in a counter-offensive (fighting back). They followed the advance through Flanders (Belgium) and fought bravely to the bitter end of the war on the Western Front.


Meanwhile, they were also fighting in Mesopotamia (modern day Iraq) against the Turks. Here, they were under siege in a place called Kut which was truly terrible. It was very hot and they had many diseases. In the end, their supplies ran oput and they had to surrender. Among the survivors there were 300 men of the Ox and Bucks who were taken prisoner. Many of them, tragically, did not survive the war.


The War ended on November 11th 1918. This was called the Armistice. (when they put their arms/weapons down and stopped fighting). Each year, we remember this on November 11th.



But for many men of the Ox and Bucks, the war didn’t end: there was no return home. Or, like Private John Edward Dawson, they were wounded in action and returned home only to die of their wounds a short time later. He is buried in the Churchyard (CO75) along with his mother, who died soon afterwards, having lost her two sons. Their father lived on for many years, lived on with his memories, like so many ordinary people whose lives were utterly devastated by the First World War. It’s impossible for me to relate all their stories. Of course, you could always find out for yourself!
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The Western Front Association also have a branch relating to the Ox and Bucks and they make regular pilgrimages to the Battlefields: http://www.wfaoxandbucks.org.uk  

