A Proper Bloody Lady!

A personal memoir of Jill Knight

Michael Forsyth

Jill Knight, an active member of the London branch of the WFA and author of The Civil Service Rifles in the Great War – ‘All Bloody Gentlemen’
, died peacefully on 2 April 2005 after a nine-month battle with cancer. 

Jill was a late convert to military history, arriving by the well-trodden family history route when she researched the service careers of members of her own and her husband’s family. A trip to Gallipoli in 1998, where her husband’s grandfather was killed in action at Suvla Bay in 1915, captured her imagination and awakened her interest in the stories of ordinary men caught up in war.

An opportunity to develop that interest soon presented itself when, in November 1999, DTI News, the staff magazine of the government department for which she worked, published a letter from WFA member Paul Hamilton, drawing attention to the fact that the department’s Great War memorial had gone AWOL, and calling for a replacement to be erected.

The Board of Trade Roll of Honour, to give it its proper name, was commissioned by the staff of the Board of Trade and was unveiled by Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin in 1923. Its absence had first been noticed in the mid-1980s when an archive photograph of it was included in a book written to commemorate the 200th anniversary of the Board of Trade
 and it was realised that no-one knew where the memorial was. 

Jill immediately wrote to DTI News supporting the idea of replacing the lost memorial, and challenged the department to “organise and fund a permanent memorial in time for Remembrance Day 2000”.

As head of the DTI personnel management section responsible for the career development of senior staff, Jill was ideally placed to use her formidable networking skills to lobby ‘the powers that be’ on behalf of the growing campaign for a replacement memorial, several other enthusiasts having joined her to form an ad hoc War Memorial Group. And thus began a campaign, which eventually became a project, that would last not twelve months, as she had first envisaged, but three long years, in the course of which, almost single-handedly, Jill persuaded the DTI to commission a full-scale, near-replica of the original memorial, with an additional panel for WW2, researched all of the 305 men commemorated on it and created a ‘virtual memorial’ website (www.dti.gov.uk/warmemorial), and, finally, organised the unveiling of the new memorial by Patricia Hewitt, then Secretary of State for Trade & Industry, on Armistice Day 2002.

A short history of the DTI War Memorial Project can be found on the virtual memorial website. The full story would take a whole book to tell, but suffice to say that at every turn it was Jill Knight’s energy, determination and commitment that drove the project forward. At the same time, her infectious enthusiasm and visible affection for “our chaps” awakened an unexpectedly high level of interest and won support for the project throughout the Department and beyond.  

In the course of researching the men commemorated on the BoT memorial, Jill had ‘discovered’ the Civil Service Rifles
, in which many of them had served, and had made contact with their successors, the Royal Green Jackets, who opened their archives at Winchester to her. As Jill learnt more about the Civil Service Rifles, she became fascinated with this “pals battalion for bureaucrats”, as she called it, and began to research the CSR in parallel with her work on the DTI memorial. 

Throughout this period, Jill was still working at her ‘day job’, as well as keeping up her many other interests and commitments, and it finally began to get too much; something had to give. So, following her heart, she decided to take ‘special leave without pay’, a sabbatical break, for two years, and turn her CSR research into a book. Realising that a timetable and firm deadline were essential if she was to focus single-mindedly on the task in hand – no easy thing for someone with such wide-ranging interests – she took the advice of a friend and approached Pen & Sword. Publishers naturally treat first-time authors with a measure of caution, but they took to Jill immediately; her synopsis and the breadth and depth of her research were impressive, and her passion for her subject was tangible. The CSR was a good story, and, as Jill no doubt hinted, had a large potential market, in particular among modern-day civil servants. Confident that she was up to the task and would deliver on time, Pen & Sword agreed to publish Jill’s book and suggested a deadline of April 2004.  

In addition to consulting all the ‘usual sources’, Jill ferreted much new and previously unseen material out of archives all over Whitehall and far beyond. She also reached out to descendants of men who had served in the CSR and was rewarded with a rich harvest of reminiscences, unpublished memoirs, diaries, letters and photographs. And then, to her delight, another WWI historian told her that he knew of a surviving veteran of the CSR.

Walter Humphrys, a clerk in the Post Office Savings Bank, had served as a stretcher bearer at Messines in 1917 and was taken prisoner when his Lewis gun position was overrun at the height of the German spring offensive in March 1918. Now aged 103, Walter shared with Jill his still vivid memories of his experiences of more than 80 years ago and brought to life the unique character and esprit de corps of the regiment that was so apparent in the written sources. Jill visited Walter many times until his death in 2003, a short time after he and other veterans were presented to the Prince of Wales at the (then) Public Record Office, and she was present at Somerset House in the summer of 2002 when ex-Private Humphrys was guest of honour at the re-dedication of the Civil Service Rifles memorial.

The CSR and Jill were a perfect match; they a regiment of clerks in uniform, who took their distinctively ‘civil’ service culture with them into the trenches, and she a civil servant and family historian ‘in khaki for the duration’, who was steeped in the same culture. As late as 1918, by which time most of the original contingent had become either officers in other units, or casualties, a regular soldier, the groom of Major Desmond Young, who had recently joined the CSR as second in command, voiced the opinion that “This mob’s all bloody gentlemen”.  

And this was the ‘mob’ that stormed High Wood in 1916 and later fought a bitter rearguard action over the same ground in March 1918, and these the ‘bloody gentlemen’ who campaigned in Salonika and the heat and dust of Mesopotamia. That the 2nd Battalion celebrated Christmas 1917 defending newly-captured Jerusalem was especially poignant for Jill, a devout Christian, as researching her book on the Civil Service Rifles was itself a kind of pilgrimage, and writing it certainly a labour of love.

By the time her publisher’s deadline of April 2004 arrived, and Jill duly handed over the completed book, she was exhausted, but elated and already looking forward to promoting the book and then moving on to resume the family history project that had been simmering on her back burner for some time. In June, however, she began to feel unwell, and after several weeks of unexplained symptoms, underwent emergency surgery. When she awoke from the operation, the proofs had arrived from her publisher and, characteristically, as soon as she felt strong enough, Jill promptly set about checking and correcting them.

By the autumn of 2004 the book had been put to bed, but further problems had been diagnosed and Jill embarked on another course of treatment, with the prospect of further surgery. Nevertheless, on 11 November she returned to the DTI’s Victoria Street HQ for the remembrance ceremony and laying of wreaths on the memorial she had done so much to bring about.

After excitedly showing a specimen of the book cover to fellow veterans of the memorial campaign, Jill asked me to accompany her to the Field of Remembrance at Westminster Abbey. When I then suggested lunch, she proposed the terrace café at Somerset House, en passant, despite the fact that she had only recently recovered from a broken bone in her foot, via the HM Treasury Memorial, the Guards’ Memorial, the RND Memorial, the HM Customs & Excise Memorial, and finally the Civil Service Rifles Memorial. As we hiked into the Strand, I was becoming worried that she had bitten off more than she could chew – but Jill had another surprise up her sleeve. Exclaiming “It’s a shame I haven’t got a sword”, she flagged down a bus, in an approximate re-enactment of the famous incident on the first day of the Great War, when Captain ‘Gasper’ Parish of the CSR, flourishing his sword, commandeered a bus in the Strand to collect ammunition from Hyde Park and bring it back to Somerset House!

After lunch, as if we had not already done enough for one day, Jill announced that she would now like to go for a ride on the London Eye. And so, after she had gently but firmly dismissed my protestations of a morbid fear of heights, we did. To my surprise, I enjoyed the ride immensely. As our gondola reached the top of the wheel, and we gazed down over London, Jill turned to me and said, exultantly, “see, I knew you could do it”. This memorable day proved to be the last time I ever saw Jill in person, and it was only later that I realised I had been privileged to share her farewell tour of places she feared she might not see again.

With Jill’s health uncertain, the book, with a foreword by the Cabinet Secretary, the Head of the Civil Service, was launched without great ceremony in early December 2004, but soon began to receive generous plaudits, from professional historians and amateur enthusiasts alike. Peter Simkins, of the Centre for First World War Studies at Birmingham University, who several years before had encouraged Jill to turn her research into a book, described it as “… a highly sympathetic, articulate, sensitive and well-researched unit history” and continued “One earnestly hopes that Jill will not stop here and will soon find another project upon which to lavish her undoubted scholarly talents”.

But, alas, that was not to be. Despite further surgery and more treatment, during which she insisted on reviewing and ordering much of her research material, Jill’s courageous fight was drawing to a close, and she died peacefully in her sleep on 2 April 2005.

When news of Jill’s death reached the DTI, a wreath was placed on the War Memorial in her memory, and an appreciation published in DTI News has inspired a new generation of volunteers to come forward to continue her work on the virtual Memorial.   

Jill’s untimely death has cut short a promising career as a writer of history, for she would almost certainly have gone on to research and write other books on subjects that captured her imagination – family history, other military subjects, and perhaps even something on Ernest Shackleton, whom she much admired. She will be greatly missed and long remembered with fond affection by all who had the privilege and pleasure of knowing her.

Jill’s research material for her CSR book and her papers on the DTI Memorial Project are to be deposited in the archives of the Centre for First World War Studies at Birmingham University. 

Finally, a verse from a poem entitled “The British Bantams”, which I hope will strike a chord with anyone who ever encountered Jill under full sail, feistily championing her beloved Civil Service Riflemen:

“... a pocket Hercules,

five feet and a bit,

a sort of Bovril essence

of six feet British grit.”
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� Former Head of the DTI Translation Service and a member of the DTI War Memorial Group.


� The Civil Service Rifles in the Great War: All Bloody Gentlemen, published November 2004 by Pen & Sword Military; ISBN 1 84415 057 7


� Shoes and Ships and Sealing Wax; An Illustrated History of the Board of Trade 1786-1986, Susan Forman, 1986


� 15th (County of London) Battalion, The London Regiment (Prince of Wales’ Own Civil Service Rifles).





