
Private Harry Snell©  
Regimental number:  46347 
1st Rifle Brigade 
  
born:  1899 – died: 21 April 1918  
 
Harry was just 18 years old when he died in France,1 leaving behind his bereaved parents and 
younger brother, William. The brothers were born to Henry Snell, born about 1856 in Sidbury, 
Devon, England, and Mary Austen, born about 1865 in Plaxtol, Kent.2 They had been married on 12 
September 1898 in Plaxtol.3 Harry was born in the summer of 1899 in Caterham, Surrey,4 and 
William was born two years later, in 1901, also in Caterham.5 
 
In 1911 the family was living in Rodmell, Sussex. Henry was a wheelright and Harry, then 11, and 
William, then 9, were attending school.6 
 
Because Harry received a war gratuity of £3,7 he must have enlisted shortly after his 18th birthday 
in the summer of 1917.8 The war gratuity was introduced in December 1918 as a payment to be 
made to those men who had served in WW I for a period of at least six months, or for home service 
for any length of time if the man had served overseas.9 
 
Regrettably, only about 30% of UK service records still exist due to a fire resulting from a 1940 air 
raid on the Army Records Office in Walworth, London,10 and it appears that Harry’s records were 
not saved. As a result, certain specifics of Harry’s military experience were not obtainable. 
 
What is know is that Harry served with the 1st Battalion, Rifle Brigade. This regiment had a long 
history, back to 1800, drawing recruits from various British regiments to train as sharpshooters, 
scouts and skirmishers. They were originally equipped with the Baker Rifle, which was more 
accurate and had a longer range than muskets. They wore natural-coloured uniforms rather than 
the traditional red, worked in pairs and were trained to think for themselves to harass the enemy.11 
 
When Harry joined the Rifle Brigade, it was already at the Front in France. The war diary for the 
Rifle Brigade (The Prince Consort’s Own) 1st Battalion, 4th Division described the events that Harry 
lived through, in particular in April 1918. On 12 April, the Battalion marched from their billets in 
Haute Avesnes to Gonnehem, taking over as advanced and flank guards on the line on the La Bassee 
Canal banks. It was quiet that day, although on the next day the support line was lightly shelled and 
one heavy gun was employed. On 14 April German airplanes strafed the battalion but no injuries 
were noted. The battalion took over responsibility for the defence of the canal. On 16 April the 
battalion was returned to billets in Busnettes but kept ready to be recalled in case of an emergency. 
On the 18th they were ordered to move up to provide support. The 10th and 12th Brigades had 
been forced to withdraw all posts to the southern banks of the canal. All bridges in the area were 
blown up and the battalion was ordered back to Lannoy where they billeted for the night. The 
battalion rested on the 19th during the day, but returned to the Front to Avelette Bridge that 
evening. The day of the 20th was quiet, but in the evening A Company attempted to establish a post 
in a farm but found the enemy strong in the area. About 60 Germans attacked the patrol, which had 
to withdraw.12  
 
It is unknown exactly what Harry experienced, but it is possible he was part of the patrol attacked 
that evening of 20 April, as it was on that day he was admitted to No. 1 Canadian Casualty Clearing 
Station at Pernes suffering from gunshot wounds to his thigh and shrapnel wounds penetrating his 



chest. Sadly, young Harry died and was buried 21 
April in Plot 1, Row C, Grave 5 of the Pernes British 
Cemetery.13 Harry’s gravestone bears the 
additional inscription:14 
 

IS IT WELL WITH THEE? 
 

Pernes British Cemetery was not opened until 
April 1918, when the 1st and 4th Canadian 
Casualty Clearing Stations pulled back to Pernes, 
driven back by the German advance in Flanders. 
There are 1,098 First World War burials in 
Pernes.15 
 
Harry was posthumously awarded both the British 
War Medal (for service overseas between 1914 
and 1918) and the Victory Medal (for service in an 
operational theatre).16 
 
Harry’s brother William married Winifred 
Florence Polley in London on 31 July 1926.17 He 
had at least one child, Robert, and in 1939 he was 
working as a caretaker at a mortuary.18 Harry’s 
mother died in late 1933 at the age of 70 at Lewes, 
Sussex, where the family had been living in 1911.19 
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