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The Life of George de Ville Smith: One of S.D.C’s fallen heroes.
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By Elizabeth Webster. 1500116






Early Life:
George de Ville Smith was born on the 2nd of August 1882[footnoteRef:1] to proud parents Annie and Charles Smith.[footnoteRef:2] In his early life George was charming and charismatic, passing through his youth seemingly happily until the age of 10 when his father, Charles, tragically passed away.[footnoteRef:3] However, there is very little recorded information regarding the early years of Mr Smith.[footnoteRef:4] His life until higher education appearing to be of little consequence. Thus, the first substantial accounts we have of George stem from 1907 when his quiet Derby life developed into the life of a noteworthy man. [1:  A/18.]  [2:  Ancestory.com]  [3:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.]  [4:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.] 


Short days of study:
With 1907 came great change; George moved from St Andrew’s Grammar School, Derby, to Saint David’s College, Lampeter.[footnoteRef:5] At university George studied for his licence in Divinity.[footnoteRef:6] George’s university days passed rather uneventfully accompanied by unremarkable grades, however, he did successfully complete his 6 terms of study[footnoteRef:7] and was awarded a third-class licence in Divinity;[footnoteRef:8] graduating on the 1st of July 1909.[footnoteRef:9] It can be said, however, that George was partial to a little drink with a recorded 261 beers in total consumed at the university[footnoteRef:10] with more having been drunk in the town over his 2 years of study. (source?) [5:  UA/SP/1/75.]  [6:  UA/SP1/75.]  [7:  BUR/28/7.]  [8:  A/38.]  [9:  A/42.]  [10:  SD/3] 

Early career and God’s calling:
Moving on from his studies, George started his career in the clergy at St Anne’s church in Birkenhead from 1909 until 1911.[footnoteRef:11] From there, George transferred to St Thomas’s church in Worsbrough and remained there until he joined the army on the 31st of December 1914.[footnoteRef:12] Interestingly, St David’s college has wrongly recorded George as a chaplain to the forces when, in fact, he served as Second Lieutenant of D Company, Barnsley Pals’ Battalion.[footnoteRef:13] Signing up before he received a clerical commission to the army, believing he had been called to do so by God. Thus, George’s military career began.  [11:  UA/SP/1/75.]  [12:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/]  [13:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.] 




Life in the Army: 
[image: George De Ville Smith memorial][image: https://www.wwwmp.co.uk/s/cc_images/cache_12513525.jpg?t=1473270926]In December 1915 he and his battalion moved to Egypt. Then they went on to France in March 1916, regrettably George would never live to see his home land again, nor would his body ever return.[footnoteRef:14] Consequently, standing in the chancel of St Thomas’s church there is a plaque dedicated to the memory of George de Ville Smith in place of his grave,[footnoteRef:15]as his body is interred at Euston Road Cemetery, Colincamps, France.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  https://www.wwwmp.co.uk/ceredigion-war-memorials/lampeter-st-david-s-college-memorial/. ]  [15:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.]  [16:  https://www.wwwmp.co.uk/ceredigion-war-memorials/lampeter-st-david-s-college-memorial/. ] 
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Some members of George’s battalion have included accounts of their Captain within their memoirs, which illuminate his character and show him as a flawed, yet courageous man cut down in his prime.
Tommy Oughton, in the Barnsley Pals book, reflects on how George disappointed the men as a clergyman:
“He turned out to be a right rum customer and we weren’t long in giving him a nickname. With being called De Ville Smith we gave him the name ‘Devil Smith.’ He was a chap who was very strict but what hurt us more, he used to come out with a bit of swearing. With us knowing that he had been a parson, we thought that was all wrong, hence his nickname.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.] 

Such an account adds a sense of dark comedy to the experience Tommy had of George, that such a trifling matter to us was significant enough to be remembered even after all the events of the war.


Untimely End:
On the 1st July 1916, at the battle of the Somme, Captain George de Ville Smith sadly lost his life. There are accounts of his death being instant and painless. However, other, more dependable, sources claim that it took the Captain up to 30 minutes to finally pass away from blood loss; having been struck by enemy shrapnel.[footnoteRef:18] These sources can be considered more dependable as they are first hand accounts of the captain’s death; which are not burdened by the propaganda of politics or the delicacy of familial intimacy. [18:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.] 

“news was passed along the trench that Capt De V. Smith had been badly wounded. Again D Company was ordered to move to the right and two bays further on I had to step across his body as he lay very close to death.”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.] 

“Of course we didn’t get far before we were knocked back… As we came back that’s when I saw ‘Devil’ Smith’s body and he looked to have hardly a scratch on his face. It must have been the shock that killed him. There was a shell that landed not far from him, we could see where it had dropped.”[footnoteRef:20] [20:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.] 

“The runner had just handed a message to Capt Smith when the shell burst. Capt Smith was badly wounded and died in half an hour.”[footnoteRef:21] [21:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.] 

Heartbreakingly, George died a month before his 32nd birthday. Wretchedly dying alone in France, his only living family his mother and potentially 4 siblings,[footnoteRef:22] he himself being unmarried and childless.[footnoteRef:23] His death is made even more poignant when accounts of the events leading up to his death are added. It is alleged that George knew by sombre premonition, that he would not survive the push. It is said that he sent as many of his youngest men as could be spared onwards to the safest trench on the front line, remaining behind himself with a small platoon to take on the frontal assault. Allegedly knowing that deaths head was clasping his shoulder unwaveringly.[footnoteRef:24] Philip Brocklesby, Second Lieutenant, speaks of George that day recalling that his captain’s:  [22:  Ancestory.com]  [23:  Ancestory.com.]  [24:   https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.] 

“conversation seemed to indicate that he had some premonition that he would be killed…” and that George “felt the hand of death near”[footnoteRef:25] [25:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.] 


The Final Farewell:
A note in the Parish Magazine of August 1916 Mr.Banham describes his former curate as George Smith as:
“an acceptable earnest and faithful preacher.”[footnoteRef:26] [26:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.] 

However, Captain George de Ville Smith is Ultimately remembered by the following report of Lieut. Hions, taken from an obituary to Capt Smith published in the Barnsley Chronicle soon after his death:
“Captain G. de Ville Smith led his Company in the advance across the open, in face of heavy shell and machine gun fire. His courage and coolness as a leader, helped greatly to inspire his men. We reached our next trench and were held in reserve for some time. The call came for a platoon to reinforce the front line. The Captain ordered me to proceed with the boys, and when I left he was busy sending and receiving reports. I sent back two runners reporting my arrival, and on their return I was informed of his death. He was struck by shrapnel and died instantly. I may say the Company, as a whole feel very much the loss of their commander.”[footnoteRef:27] [27:  https://faithinwartime.wordpress.com/2015/02/08/rev-capt-george-de-ville-smith-barnsley-pals/.] 
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