Robert Arthur French Smith 1884-1917

Gunner Robert Arthur French Smith (85429) of the 3rd Brigade, Canadian Field
Artillery was born 5th June 1884 and died in France on 8th June 1917 and was buried
at La Targette British Cemetery, Neuville-St Vaast. He was the son of the Vicar of
Brentor, Robert Joseph French Smith and his wife Emma (Marriott).
ROBERT ARTHUR FRENCH SMITH, born on 5th June 1884, was the son of the vicar of Brentor from
1881-1912, Robert Joseph French Smith. In 1891 the family lived in the Vicarage in Brentor, a
house of 10 rooms. Robert Arthur, 6 at the time of the census, was living with his two sisters,
Margaret Olivia (8) and Kathleen Mary (3), his mother Emma (49) and father Robert (49). Emma
had been born in Islington, London; Robert Joseph in Roscommon in Ireland and all the children in
Brentor.
In 1881 Robert French Smith and his wife Emma lived in the Vicarage in Lamerton as he was the
vicar of Brentor Lamerton. Ecclesiastical boundary changes in the 1880s resulted in a move to
Brentor vicarage. Prior to this he had been the Curate of St Mary’s, living in Highgate, which would
be where he met his London born wife. Robert Joseph and Emma had been married in Islington in
1879.
As a Cambridge undergraduate in 1861 Robert Joseph was staying with his brother in law William
Earle, a Church of England clergyman and his wife Eva (32) and their 7 children including 7 week
twins, at the Grange Couch Boarding School in Chigwell, Essex.
In 1851 Robert Joseph lived with his widowed mother, Olivia and his sisters Annie (26), Isabella
(14) and Bessie (10, later referred to as Elizabeth J) and his brother Johnny (12) at 19 Offa Street in
Riseley Bedford. Olivia was referred to on this Census as Lady and later as being a Landholder and
Gentlewoman. At that time the Earles were at the Grove School House in Tonbridge Kent.
Inexplicably Eva was then known as Oline. They had a visitor that evening, a 15 year old sailor by
the name of George M Smith, probably her brother.
The Smiths and the Earles continued living in Essex and Bedford, with Eva and Alice Earle living in
Sudbury, Suffolk in 1901. Their nephew Noel Earle, son of their barrister brother John Charles,
died on active service with the Buffs, 3rd Foot East Kent regiment, in World War 1.
In 1901 the family, with Robert by now aged 16, still lived together at the Vicarage, By 1911 his
sisters, still unmarried, remained in the family home with their parents. Robert Arthur could not
be found in the 1911 Census. He appeared to go under the name of Arthur F. Smith. It may be also
because he had already gone to Canada. An A.F.Smith did sail from Liverpool to Portland, Oregon
in March 1911.
On 21 October 1912 Robert Joseph French Smith died in Plymouth aged 70, after 31 years as Vicar
of Brentor parish. He was laid to rest in Christ Church graveyard. All members of the family, except
Emma, had the name French. She was the only one known by the family surname, Smith.
When war broke out the Canadian government pledged to send troops to support the allies and
Arthur enlisted on 13th November 1914 at Kingston, Ontario. He was described as being 30 years
old, single and worked as a clerk. He was 5ft 6in tall, had a fair complexion, blue eyes and brown
hair. He had a scar on his left hand. His next of kin was his mother who was living at an address in
Crediton, although it is likely that she later moved to the Meadows, Mary Tavy, where she died on
20 August 1935.
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Arthur was part of the 3rd Brigade Canadian Field Artillery. At least part of that echelon trained at
Valcartier Camp, Quebec, but the main party left Canadian waters on 3rd October 1914, before
Arthur had joined up, and disembarked at Devonport on 15th October. From there they travelled
by train to Amesbury and then to West Down North Camp on Salisbury Plain. Arthur must have
joined them later, among a batch of replacements. The Brigade left England for France on 11th
February 1915. They took the unusual route from Avonmouth to St.Nazaire, perhaps because they
had so many horses to load and unload. During his time at the front Arthur was awarded the
Military Medal. So far the citation hasn’t been discovered.
Arthur died on June 8th 1917 and is commemorated on the family grave in Brentor churchyard,
which refers to Robert falling in action in France. He was buried at La Targette British Cemetery
(Grave ref IC 27) in Neuville-St Vaast, which is a village about 6 kilometres north of Arras. The
cemetery, formerly known as Aux-Rietz Military Cemetery, was begun at the end of April 1917 and
used by field ambulances and fighting units until September 1918. Nearly a third of the graves
have an artillery connection; in March-April 1917, the artillery of the 2nd Canadian and 5th
Divisions, and certain heavy artillery units, had their headquarters in a deep cave at Aux-Rietz. The
cemetery contains 638 First World War burials, 41 of them unidentified. The cemetery was
designed by Sir Reginald Blomfield.
No casualties were recorded for 3rd Brigade on 8th June, so we can assume that he died from
wounds received earlier. This is even more likely as La Targette was the place of Casualty Clearing
Stations, so he didn’t survive long enough to get far along the chain of medical evacuation. On the
7th June while at Vimy, 3rd Brigade was involved in a heavy exchange of fire with the German
artillery when one man from 10 Battery was killed and one wounded, possibly Arthur.
As well as winning the military medal Arthur qualified for the 15 Star and the Victory and War
Medals.
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His sister Margaret Olivia French Smith (Madge) married Bill Wollacott in 1935. Bill had been the
church organist and had run the Village Dance Band in the 1930s and 40s. They lived in St
Michael’s, a bungalow opposite the cemetery. She died in 1962 aged 80. Their youngest sister,
Kitty F Smith, died on 15 December 1947.
Over the years the family had various servants living in the household. In 1911 Blanche Elizabeth
Doidge (15), born in Brentor worked as a general servant. Blanche was the sister of John and
George Doidge.

