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Dramatic sculptures form part of the Armed
Forces Memorial, where, at the eleventh hour
of the eleventh day of the eleventh month, a
shaft of sunlight shines through the opening.

‘Lest We Forget’
A couple’s pilgrimage in honour of their family’s own war hero

S

ometimes in life pilgrimages are made, not necessarily
to renowned sites like Santiago de Compostela or Our
Lady of Walsingham, but to places with some personal
resonance. For me and my wife it was just such a trip when we
went to Alrewas in Staffordshire.
Alrewas, a large village on the A38 which follows the line
of Ryknild Street, a Roman road, is roughly five miles north
of Lichfield. According to the English Place-Name Society the
name means “alluvial land growing with alder trees” (AngloSaxon Alor-wæsse).
Just east of the village is the National Memorial Arboretum,
a special place created in 1997 where those who have served
and continue to serve our nation in many different ways are
remembered. The Arboretum, which is situated in 150 acres of
grounds, was originally the brainchild of Commander David
Childs CBE who wished to see established a national focus
for remembrance. Following a meeting with Group Captain
Leonard Cheshire VC, an appeal was launched in 1994 by the
then Prime Minister, John Major. Assisted also by Millennium
Commission funding, the Arboretum was officially opened
to the public in May 2001. The site is on reclaimed gravel

workings, bordered by the Rivers Trent and Tame, and given to
the charity by Redland Aggregates (now Lafarge).
Ten years on, the site now hosts an abundance of wild
plants, woodland areas, grassland, a reed bed and wetland.
It is populated by a variety of wildlife including brown hares,
skylarks, lapwings, otters, tits, finches, green woodpeckers,
buntings and an occasional black redstart.
With some 50,000 trees already planted, and 200 dedicated
memorials established on the site, the Arboretum is a living
tribute that will forever acknowledge the personal sacrifices
made by the armed and civil services of this country.
Although many of the trees are still young, they are rapidly
growing into a unique living testimony. As time goes by the
planting will become increasingly mature making the site more
and more attractive. Every year sees the dedication of new
memorials.
The National Memorial Arboretum, a charity run by
staff and volunteers and part of The Royal British Legion
family, is home to the striking Armed Forces Memorial which
commemorates those who have been killed on duty or as a
result of terrorism from the end of the Second World War to

Arthur Harold Bean, the cavalryman, and (right) his Notification
of Impending Release from the Army.

the current conflict in Afghanistan. Our pilgrimage was to find
two memorials relating to my wife’s late father, Arthur Harold
Bean, who joined the Territorial Army in Middlesex in 1935
and was to serve throughout the Second World War.
Arthur’s army records show that he served in Palestine for 18
months at the commencement of the war, then in Egypt, Libya
and Tunisia for a total of two years; he spent a further year in
Syria and then eight months in Holland and Germany before
finally returning to England.
He enlisted in a yeomanry regiment and was a cavalryman,
but soon swapped horses for tanks as he headed for the Western
Desert. Here in North Africa he was to take part in two fierce
engagements at Tobruk and El Alamein, which would shape
his life as well as proving to be turning points in the war against
Rommel’s Afrika Korps.
Arthur had a handsome row of campaign medals, which
included the Africa Star, with 8th Army clasp. I knew that
Tobruk had earned legendary status as the longest siege in
British military history. Arthur had been stuck in that hellhole
with his mates, surrounded by the German forces. The Germans
joked about the Allied troops being holed up there like rats, but
from their jibes was born the legend that was the “Desert Rats”.
Arthur himself was fortunate enough to escape the trap
through a gap in the minefield and lived to fight another

day. This came at
El Alamein where
the heaviest artillery
bombardment of
the war heralded
an Allied advance,
which eventually led
to a breakthrough and
victory in the desert.
It was a victory which
prompted Churchill’s,
“This is not the end,
this is not even the
beginning of the end”
speech. It was certainly
the first major Allied
victory of the war after
many reverses. We
were intensely proud of
Arthur for just having
The Tobruk Memorial.
been there, although in
the humble way so typical of many of that generation he always
maintained that he “hadn’t done anything special”.
Our visit to Alrewas was then a personal pilgrimage to

Visitors, with their own private thoughts, quietly
explore the National Memorial Arboretum.
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These were words I had used
myself at my father-in-law’s 95th
birthday when he had been a
resident of the Blenheim Care
Home in Bournemouth in the
twilight of his life.
This is why many people visit
the Arboretum. Not only is it a
beautiful place, a tranquil place,
but it is also a place where people
can remember and pay homage.
The people may be gone, but here
exist the memorials that remember
Arthur on Remembrance Sunday and (above) the
8th Army Memorial remembering him and his their deeds, memorials that hopefully
comrades.
will remain until the end of time.
Our pilgrimage was personal
and with a military connection, which will be true of many.
find the
However, the focus is not totally military. There is a large area
memorials that
devoted to Police who have fallen while on duty, as well as
remembered
other areas given over to the Fire and Rescue and Ambulance
Arthur’s service
services. National charities that represent those who have died
to the nation
in particular circumstances, including children and people
and those who marched and fought with him.
killed in road incidents, are also to be found in the Arboretum
The Tobruk Memorial is a plain piece of stone topped by
grounds. These memorials are no less poignant for being civil
the crest of The Rats of Tobruk Association. “No Surrender” it
rather than military.
says. Sometimes the most powerful messages are contained in
The Visitor Centre, opposite the car park, is a welcoming
the simplest words. It goes on:
start, mid-point and finish to a visit to the site. It includes
the reception, the gift shop, exhibition area and the Arbour
We will not forget those our comrades who lie in the sand and
Restaurant, plus toilets.
the sea at Tobruk nor those who have followed them since. Siege
The Millennium Chapel is situated close to the Visitor
of Tobruk April 10th to December 7th 1941. Longest siege in
Centre and is the only place in the country where the Act of
British military history.
Remembrance is observed every day at 11am. This is an intensely
dignified and emotional experience, made no less powerful by its
It is impossible to stand in front of this memorial and not
not being on Armistice Day or Remembrance Sunday.
be moved. Pride is the overriding emotion. The memorial’s
Beside the chapel, a stone’s throw away from the Visitor
plainness is appropriate for it shouts strength and resistance; it
Centre, you reach St. Dunstan’s market square where visitors
shouts Tobruk.
can relax and enjoy a cup of coffee, visit the Arboretum’s
The 8th Army Veterans’ Association Memorial is entirely
charity shop (Knick Knacks), or purchase a military model –
different, being coloured predominantly yellow and blue. It is
bespoke to their requirements.
“in memory of those who served with and in support of the 8th
My father-in-law passed away peacefully in his 96th year in
Army”. Winston Churchill was intensely proud of his Desert
January 2011 and is fondly remembered. Alrewas, Staffordshire,
Army so it is entirely appropriate that it is his words that ring
is his memorial and is the memorial for thousands like him: those
out from the stone:
who died doing their duty and those, like him, who survived to
live long lives, but whose deeds command equal respect.
After the War when a man is asked what he did, it will be quite
We plan to visit Staffordshire and the Arboretum again,
sufficient for him to say, “I marched and fought with the Desert
for once visited it is a place to which you have to return. It is
Army”, Winston Churchill, 3rd February 1943, Tripoli.
The magnificent Armed Forces Memorial.
DAVID HUNTER

Going ‘Sticking’

W

A place for contemplation - the Millennium Chapel.
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a wonderful place to spend a day and is
undoubtedly a haven that merits our support
and our respect.
As my father-in-law himself would have
said
in his inimitable fashion: “It’s all part of life’s
rich tapestry”.		
STEVE ROBERTS

Further Information:
The National Memorial Arboretum
(Croxall Road, Alrewas, Staffordshire, DE13 7AR.
Tel: 01283 792333) is open every day except
Christmas Day between 9am and 5pm. Admission
to the site is free, although donations are
welcome as these help with the maintenance and
upkeep of the site. Website: www.thenma.org.uk

inter would soon be on its way: a harsh time in the
Yorkshire Dales, often making steep, narrow roads
impassable. Lack of electricity in many homes in the village
sounds romantic, but the practicalities were different.
“We’re going ‘sticking’ today” said my best friend, Audrey.
We set off “up scars” — the steep pathway “unfit for motors” —
looking like a group from an Enid Blyton book. There was Audrey,
twin brother James, their mother, a snappy, unpleasant little terrier
called Rocky, and me tagging along rather reluctantly.
Me: “Why did you call him Rocky?”
James: “Because he runs over rocks.”
“Sticking” was the colloquial term we used in the 1950s for
gathering fallen twigs and branches to take home for firewood. In
my friend’s cottage there was total reliance on the fire: for heating
pans of water, cooking food in the side oven, and even heating up
the flat iron.
On reaching the woods, a copper carpet lay in front of us. Along
the path, crisp newly fallen leaves balanced delicately on generations
of embedded leaves which had formed layer upon layer of compost.
It was a joy to kick the crunchy sprays into the air.
The serious work of “sticking” had to begin, however. Bags and
baskets which would have eased
the task were not relevant.
Holding bundles in
the crook of the arm
was the accepted
method of transport.
Rocky yapped in his
aggravating manner
at every movement,
whizzing through
undergrowth after
alarmed rabbits
which outran him up
the hillsides.
I dawdled and simulated
activity, hoping the whole experience
would soon be over. I always had a “thing” about getting my hands
dirty.
My wish was soon fulfilled. Dusk was falling in mid-afternoon
and a satisfactory consignment of wood was on its way home. The
place was looking spooky: the tall, narrow shapes of sycamore and
beech trunks dramatic against the grey, foggy sky. I scared myself
by thinking of hobgoblins hiding behind each trunk ready to grab
me. They might even have silenced the yappy one!
To this day, an invigorating fire burns in that cottage grate,
assisted by more coal than was affordable 50 years ago. Away from
the heat, it can still be very cold, the cottage never having been
updated. The thickness of the ancient stone walls affords some
protection from the elements.
While we were visiting last autumn, a chap in the local pub said
“the village is dying”. It was a stark, sad remark to make. I cannot
believe him.
The fells are constant, rabbits will always scamper, and grouse
will escape from their heather hideaways, squawking agitatedly. The
trees add a softness to every season, but the vividness of autumn
holds a special magic for me.
SUZANNE DRAKE
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