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Only an Englishman...
When you first meet Richard Dunning you
get the impression of a quiet, sensible, mildmannered man. You would be wrong - he
bought a hole in the ground!
Don’t be misled by this appearance. It
disguises a complicated, exceptional man,
full of passion and dedication for his mission,
with a wicked sense of humour, an enduring
strong faith, a life full of massive peaks and
troughs of personal and financial tragedy and
triumph.

Early days

Born in London to traditional, down to
earth parents, Richard’s family motto was
‘The proud nail gets a hammering’, but the
young boy stuck his head above the parapet
and it has remained there ever since.
He was the first in his family to attend
grammar school and then to develop an
interest in the arts – both achievements
under-appreciated and not encouraged by
his parents. His mother died in 1959 in
tragic and traumatic circumstances when
he was only fourteen, her condition being
misdiagnosed for years and inappropriate
treatments being given, ending in a fatal
experimental operation. Feeling completely
desolated, this lonely boy sought solace by
turning to religion, including the Baptist
and Quaker faiths. He formally joined the
latter when he was twenty and many of the
Friends’ principles remain with him today.
After a Damascene experience whilst still
at school Richard snapped out of grief,
when, however, as he put it he, ‘went off
the rails’ – bunking off school, going to the
West End at night. Happily his headmaster
encouraged him in his art and he attended
St Martin’s Art School from 1961-66,
On leaving college, Richard excelled in
commercial art and advertising and he went
on to have an extremely successful career in
that medium, eventually owning his own
business. At this time he helped run an
evening club for local Hell’s Angels, who
had been banned from other clubs,
empathising with their disturbed early years.
It was aimed to keep them off the streets
and causing mayhem, and it worked
amazingly well.
With his business thriving, Richard
reflected that he had never travelled and,
always passionate about cars (he was later to
own Peter Sellers’ Maserati) he had the urge
to take a long trip travelling from coast to
coast in the USA, inspired by his favourite
film Bullitt with its spectacular car chases.
This he did on Greyhound buses and then
driving a Mustang to Hells Angels HQ in
Oakland San Francisco, bearing greetings
from his local members in London.
Enter the Crater
It was on this tour in 1971, when travelling
4,000 miles in three days by Greyhound

bus back to Chicago, that he read John
Masefield’s Old Front Line about the Somme
battlefield - the only book he had taken to
the States with him. Richard arrived in
Chicago at 0200 hours at the height of a
riot and he was stranded in the bus station,
being almost robbed and horribly assaulted.
Hiding in a quiet corner he read two lines
about ‘a crater’ on the Somme which
somehow struck a deep chord. The seeds of
his involvement with that crater were sewn
and flourished when he was impelled to visit
it, three days later, on his return to Europe.
He described it as ‘an awesome sight, which
never failed to take my breath away’.
Up to this time, despite having two
grandfathers who fought in it, Richard had
shown no great interest in the Great War.
But by 1974 he had visited the battlefields
regularly and was determined to buy what he
admits became ‘an extreme passion’ with ‘a
blurred line to obsession’ – the Lochnagar
Crater. Its historic impact was overwhelming
- both the site of a bitter and crucial action
and also a hallowed cemetery.
Very briefly, as the story will be familiar
to many readers, mine warfare had been
carried on in this area well before July 1916
and there were many craters in No Man’s
Land. In June, along the Western Front as a
whole, it has been estimated that the British
had blown 101 mines and the Germans
126. In this area some of the shafts dug,
from which tunnels then reached out to
the enemy line, were over 100ft deep with
tunnels at up to four levels. When dug,
the mine here was called Lochnagar. It was
started by 185th Tunnelling Company and
packed with two charges of 24,000lb and
36,000lb of ammonal. It was exploded,
along with sixteen other British mines along
the Somme front, at 0728 on 1 July, and the
circular crater measured 300ft across and
was 90ft deep. Debris rose 4,000ft into the
air and, as it settled, the Tyneside Scottish
and Irish attack from Tara-Usna began.
Following the failure of that attack, the 10th
Worcesters were ordered to move up from
beside Albert to make an assault at dawn
on 2 July. So chaotic were conditions in the
communication trenches that the battalion
got lost, and the attack did not go in until 3
July. The Worcesters took the crater area and
the village, Private Thomas George Turrall
winning a VC in the process, (a Gilbert
Holiday drawing commemorates the action)
but the battalion lost a third of its fighting
strength and the Commanding Officer was
killed.
Many German and Allied bodies remained
in the ensuing crater.
The purchase of this significant site in
France was no easy matter and resulted
in a drawn-out battle between British
and French lawyers, with objections to
the concept of ‘buying a memorial’. The
lengthy, complicated – and extremely costly
– struggle, involving the Queen’s lawyers,
the Bank of England and many local notaries
(Richard wrote over 200 letters to various

authorities and Press), eventually ended
in success in 1978. The crater was saved
from the threatened filling-in that had
taken place to its sister mine, Y-Sap (the
blowing of which, and of Lochnagar, had
been observed from the air by Cecil Lewis).
Fortuitously, the lawyers to the vendors,
Georges and Jean-Claude Delplanque, had
received one of Richard’s letters, and when
they approached him to sell Lochnagar they
were able to put the two sides together. It
was virtually in the nick of time. As well as Y
Sap, up to twenty craters that existed in the
vicinity in 1916 had already been filled in.
One fact that Richard will never disclose is
how much he had to pay for the Crater. All
he will say is that ‘it was the going rate for a
hole of its size’!
Interestingly
(and
the
following
information is thanks to James Brazier) our
local newspaper, The East Kent Mercury,
published an article on 6 July 1978 headed
‘Crater will be a memorial to the Somme’. In
good local paper style it began, ‘AN EAST
KENT writer has been instrumental in the
acquisition of a piece of France which is
“forever England”. Mr John Giles, who
lives in … Ash, has helped personally in the
purchase of an essential piece of the battle of
the Somme of World War One’. It described
how John had ‘just returned from France
with 34-year-old Mr Richard Dunning of
New Malden, Surrey. Mr Dunning, who has
an advertising art studio, has purchased a
huge crater near the village of La Boisselle
close to the small town of Albert. Mr Giles
travelled to France with Mr Dunning to
acquire the property from a farmer who was
planning to fill in the crater.’
The following week the paper published
a letter from John stating, ‘I can only lay
claim to being partially instrumental in the
acquisition of the famous Lochnagar Crater
at La Boisselle on the Somme, by my good
friend Richard Dunning. Nevertheless, I am
honoured at being associated with this most
worthy project.’ He went on to describe
most movingly how he and ‘Richard had
visited the Newfoundland Park at Beaumont
Hamel at 07.30 when the battlefield, which
still bears all the scars of war (although
grass-grown) was totally deserted, shrouded
in mist, and completely silent except for
the beautiful singing of birds in the nearby
trees’. It might have been describing the very
early days at the Crater on I July.

Cheshire Foundation & Moat
House

Meanwhile Richard had formed a close
relationship with the Sue Ryder Foundation
which resulted in her becoming the first
patron of Lochnagar. He also began giving
regular art talks to the residents of Leonard
Cheshire VC Homes for the disabled (which
he still does). He had started up his own
private museum in his historic home in
Guildford, the Moat House, bought in 1980.
It had a medieval ice house in the garden
and was used for German WW1 prisoners
who scribbled graffiti and near which a
Zeppelin dropped several bombs. For the
museum Richard bought battlefield-related
items, mainly from Exchange & Mart, and
was offered some remarkable items – such
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John Giles, Valmai & Sian Holt, dinner at the authors’ home (circa 1980)

as the third railway carriage from the train
in which the WW1 Armistice was signed
in Compiègne and a massive 16 foot gun
salvaged from a sunken WW1 warship.

The Western Front Association is
born

On 11 November 1980 John Giles founded
The Western Front Association, its primary
object: ‘Remembering all those who fought
and, in many cases, died, on the Western
Front 1914-1918.’ The first memberships by
number were: No. 1 – Margery Giles; No.
2 – Richard Dunning, Vice-Chairman; No. 3
- James Brazier, Hon Treasurer; Martin and
Kate Pegler - Nos. 4 & 5.
John Giles happened to live some three
miles away from us and we soon became
friends and supporters, John doing all his
WFA photocopying on our office machine.
We also had several convivial gatherings here
at Oak House and in Poperinge. See some
pictures of these days in the very early ‘80s,
also top of page.

Richard Devonald-Lewis (an early Holts’ guide and
author of ‘From the Somme to the Armistice. The
Memoirs of Capt Stormont Gibbs, VC’), Richard
Dunning, Valmai Holt, John Giles, social event in
Poperinge (circa 1980)

James Brazier told us of the information
leaflet that ‘John, Richard, Norman Bing
[official cartographer] and I took with us
to Ypres in November 1980 and left copies
of it at Talbot House, at the old Cloth Hall
museum and at other locations’. It names all
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Bill Rogan (another of our early guides), James Brazier, Margery Giles, further
round the dinner table

the original officers.
In fact Richard spent a great part of the
next four or five years supporting John Giles
and the WFA. The two became very close,
with an almost father/son relationship,
making many trips to the Western Front
battlefields together. Richard (as Picardy
Publishing) also re-published John’s book
The Ypres Salient – Then and Now. Together,
they spent many hours proof-reading and
making corrections to the book, despite
John becoming increasingly unwell and
consequently increasingly irrational. Many of
the original committee members were either
dismissed or regretfully resigned, other
than the loyal James Brazier. Even Richard,
who following the publication developed
peritonitis, was sadly banished. The two were
only reconciled on John’s death bed.
Richard was still gradually developing
the crater site. Originally it was totally
overgrown, only kept under some control
by undergrowth cutting four or five times a
year. This we remember clearly as we started
taking our groups to the Crater (although
not at that time on 1 July) about the year
after Richard bought it. Richard remembers
the first 1 July commemoration had two
attendees, the following year four, the next
year eight and then it escalated. He had
frequent local obstructions to overcome but
made many supportive friends in the area,
notably the genial patron of the Hotel de
la Paix in Albert, Michel Duthoit, and the
Comte de Thézy (and his dog ‘White’),
owner of Mametz Wood (now succeeded
by his nephew). The Hotel de la Paix had
always been the local HQ for Richard and
the Friends while on the Somme and many
congenial post 1 July ceremony dinners have
been held there – and still are…

The Friends

There gradually grew up a loyal volunteer
support group who became known as ‘The
Friends of Lochnagar’, founded on 1 July
1989.
It seems invidious to single out but a few
of the Friends who have supported Richard
with such dedication over the years, but

some names spring to mind, such as the
Peglers, Martin and Kate, who were early
members, just as they had been of the WFA;
Mick Fellows, son of the wonderful veteran
and poet Harry Fellows, and Tom and Janet
Fairgrieve, then curators of Delville Wood.
Iain Fry took on the Vice-Chairmanship in
2015. Piper Ian Alexander regularly piped at
the ceremony. Active Friend Hazel Basford,
Chairman of East Kent WFA which she
founded in 2001 with Friends George and
Sheila Roberts, wrote of her first visits to the 1
July ceremony in 1997 and 1998. It inspired
her to become a ‘Friend’ and she is now one
of the most active members of the invaluable
team. Popular regulars are Clive and Jan
Gilbert and their family - granddaughters
Rachel and Jenny sing memorably at the 1
July Ceremony and Sue Cox, The Friends’
Poet and dedicated worker for many years.
Then there is the succession of Chaplains
who have taken an active part in the 1 July
ceremony.
We and our family have been privileged to
call Richard ‘friend’ for many years and our
granddaughters, Jessica and Rebecca, have
taken part in many 1 July ceremonies. Jessica
in particular was fascinated by the story of
Pte Reginald Giles, once thought to be only
fourteen years old, but whom she proved
to have actually been nineteen and his age
on the Thiepval Memorial was accordingly
changed.
Some of the Friends are sadly no longer
with us, such as Ken Dunn, who for many
years fired the maroon which signalled the
exact time of the 1916 attack, Chairman
of the Friends and Editor of the excellent
Magazine, The New Chequers, through its
37 editions, the popular George Harwood,
and supporter of Richard (who described
him as ‘like an elder brother’) for 40 years
and friend of Tom Easton (as was Richard),
passed away in 2015. So did Les Disbrey,
valued Treasurer, whose wife Renee was
Membership Secretary.
Friends undertake the herculean tasks
of clearing the fast-growing undergrowth
in and around the Crater each year and
preparing it for the 1 July ceremony.
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Stalwart Violet Basford (with magnificent cake) Friends’ Dinner 1990. To Left
Comte de Thézy and Tom Fairgrieve

Developments at the Crater

Stone’, a granite memorial from Lochnagar
of the Crater. Drivers can now drive up, drop
mountain, erected by the RAF Mountain
off their passengers, easily turn round and
Over the years there have been many changes
Rescue Association, Nurses’ & VADs’
park in the village. Recent terrorist attacks
to the stark, searingly moving wound in the
Memorial Bench, handmade and erected by
in Paris and Brussels necessitated stringent
ground that was the Crater that Richard
Vinny Felstead and a team of Friends and
security measures to protect the general
acquired in 1978, with its dangerously
donated by ‘Wenches in the Trenches/Roses
public and the many VIPs attending the 1
slippery chalk path surrounding it. Richard
of No Mans Land’ (founded in 2007 by Sue
July ceremonies. This required the public
describes it as ‘the largest crater ever made
Robinson FRSA). They donated another
to be admitted by a limited number of
by man in anger’. Local regulations have
handsome stone memorial to ‘The Valiant
tickets only, to park very early some distance
made increasing demands for safety reasons
Women of all Nations who served in the
away and to arrive at the village by shuttle
and there have been many obstacles in the
Great War’ which was unveiled by Sue and
bus, then walking the final stretch. The
way. Successive local farmers have obstructed
Richard on 11 November 2016 in a moving
administration was formidable.
access and parking, local youths used the
ceremony. Increasingly popular are the small
great hole as a motorbike track, lethal viruses
2. On Richard
have attacked the shrubs, requiring
This required Richard, along with
very expensive insecticides...
Iain Fry and Clive Gilbert, to
The aspect of this sad vestige of
make a series of frequent and ever
the brutality of war has gradually
increasing journeys to the Somme for
softened over the years as it has been
interminable, complicated meetings
increasingly landscaped and made
with local and national authorities,
more user-friendly – notably with
which often changed the planned
wooden duck boards to approach
procedures, just as they had mailed the
the crater and encircle it. Gradually
previous instructions to all concerned.
memorials, seats and plaques have
Bear in mind that all the other
found their place around the rim.
participants were people employed by
An early stone was to veteran Tom
Governments, local and national, the
Easton, others were a plaque in 1999
military, the police, by organisations
to Gnr W.G. Noon, a plaque to John
such as the Commonwealth War
Giles, a Friends’ memorial seat, a seat
Graves Commission, all of whom
to Harry Fellows, one to the Grimsby
had staff to carry out the admin
Chums, a cross to Pte George
requirements and sufficient funding so
Nugent, whose remains were found
Valmai demonstrates the depth of the crater (before it was forbidden to to do. Not so Richard, a single person,
at the site…
do so!) to some early Holt travellers
with no financial assistance and no
The most outstanding feature,
staff other than the voluntary support
the focal point of the ceremonies,
of the dedicated team of faithful Friends. It
memorial plaques attached to the planks of
has always been the simple wooden cross,
took a tremendous toll on his health and to
the surrounding duckboards which can be
originally constructed from the burnt
his dwindling personal finances. No longer
sponsored by members of the public.
timbers of the medieval Church of St Mary
a successful working businessman, he had
in Gateshead with the aid of then-Friend
received many unexpected financial setbacks
The impact of the 100th
Jack Disbrey (now deceased) in 1986.
during the time that his life was dedicated
Anniversary
Tragically it was blown down and in 2013
to his beloved Crater. He was reaching
1. On the Crater.
was replaced by an English green timber
the end of his strength and his financial
Many major improvements were made by the
cross, whose base, every 1 July, is encased
resources. At one time Richard nearly called
local authorities to the entrance, with stone
with beautiful wooden panels carved by Tim
the whole thing off when he was informed
paving,
and
the
road
leading
from
the
village
Rogers depicting the insignia of all the units
that no Foreign Nationals would be allowed
to the Crater was widened and a turning area
who took part in the battle. Recent 2015
to attend the ceremony. It went against all
for
coaches
constructed
beyond
the
far
side
memorial additions have been the ‘Lochnagar
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able to carry on forever doing the physically
and financially demanding work required to
maintain the superstructure of the Crater
and its tradition as a focus for Peace and
Reconciliation. The major plan, now in hand,
is to make the Crater, and its maintenance,
the responsibility of an internationallyrecognised charitable institution and
foundation with links to other reconciliation
sites around the world, commemorating
men and women of all nationalities who fell
in war, an active, global focal point for Peace.
Obtaining charitable status for a foreign site
is a tortuous, lengthy and very expensive
process – recently it was rejected for the third
time by the Charity Commission.
Richard has formulated his vision and
ambitious plan for the future, which has
elements of his own spirituality, in a detailed
paper which he will unveil in the near future,
once the charitable status is completed.
Meanwhile the immediate future
of Lochnagar depends on generous
donations by the visiting public, some
sympathetic tour operators and personal
friends and, we would hope, increasingly
from WFA local branches. The CWGC offer
support where possible and the Historial at
Peronne kindly help with the gardening and
local authorities are increasingly realising
the importance of the Crater’s survival to
local tourism. It is probably the most visited
remembrance site on the Somme after
Thiepval.
The work of over forty years of this
dedicated, exceptional man to keep the
flame of remembrance burning brightly in
the Lochnagar Crater must not be allowed
to crumble.
Finally, anyone who has met Richard
Dunning will delight in the news that in
the 2017 New Year’s Honours List, he was
awarded the MBE for services to First
World War Remembrance.

The ‘Friends of Lochnagar’ working party pre-1 July, 2014

his principles, Germans, in particular, have
for many years been important and welcome
participants and the concept of VIPs is
abhorrent to him. ANYONE, OF ANY
NATIONALITY OR CREED, is welcome
to lay a wreath and Richard would prefer it
if they were laid in no particular hierarchical
order. Local officials have other ideas… His
attitude reminds us of Tubby Clayton who
posted a prominent sign in the entrance
to Talbot House in Poperinge, ‘Abandon
rank all ye who enter here’. Only his strong
faith, his spirituality and his incredible sense
of humour - which always allows him to
see the ridiculous side of life - pulled him
through. Always he was guided by his major
tenets: REMEMBRANCE, RESPECT,
RECONCILIATION which he has held
firm to for many years.
His reward was a more or less hitchfree (on the surface at least) and moving
ceremony for this special anniversary of the
Crater. But what lies ahead?

‘WW1 Nurses’, 1 July - typical of the diverse
attendees at the annual ceremony
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The future of the Lochnagar Crater – an
International Foundation
Clearly Richard and the majority of the
Friends are senior citizens who will not be

His friends,
Tonie and Valmai Holt

Richard with his MBE, February 2017

