Article on Francis Omar Tilley

By David Tilley

Former newspaper photographer David Tilley of Cleethorpes in Lincolnshire tells how he found what happened to his great uncle, killed in the Great War, and finally visited his grave in France.

I remember my father talking about his grandparents and their family who lived in Cottingham in Northamptonshire. He mentioned an uncle with an unusual name. He was called ‘Homer’ and he was killed during the first world war. Foolishly I took very little notice and it wasn’t until years later that I took an interest but time had passed by and my father had died.

Having worked as a photographer all my life for both Scunthorpe and Grimsby evening newspapers, I was sent on several occasions to European battlefields, for example the last Armistice of the Millenium at the Menin Gate at Ypres in Belgium and on various visits to the Somme in France. It was on these occasions that I started to think about Homer, my great uncle. 

Not being computer competent I turned to colleague Hazel Tomlins and drinking partner Andy Cole for help. Between them they turned up my family tree but alas no Homer Tilley. So the only thing to do was to visit Cottingham and see if I could find any trace of the man.

By now my wife Liz had become as involved as me and so we set off on a wintry Saturday morning and headed for the pretty Northamptonshire village rolling in the hills outside Rockingham Castle.

The war memorial was the first place to search and there was the name I had hoped that I would find. Not Homer but Omar Tilley, chiselled in stone along with all the other young village lads who were sacrificed for that worthless cause. In the churchyard of St Mary Magdeline we found the grave of my great grandparents John James and Clara, parents of eight children. 

So back to the family tree to find an offspring whose name began with O. A close look revealed an F.O. Tilley, the youngest son. Was this Omar. The only way to find out was to obtain his birth certificate and match it to that of my grandfather, also called John James and the eldest of the Tilley children. Sure enough it revealed a perfect match, Francis Omar was indeed my grandfather’s youngest brother.

Now we had reached the point of no return and had to find out what happened to him. Commonwealth War Graves Commission website revealed a great deal of information, mainly telling us that he was with the first battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment and that he was buried in the Military Cemetery at Abbeville in France. Not too difficult to find the grave. But so much was missing. 

After much searching of websites and many visits to the public library I found that Omar, a young soldier of 23 years of age, had been wounded at the battle of Festubert in 1915, had returned to the front, won a Military Medal when the Leicesters and Sussex captured German trenches at Ribecourt during the Cambrai offensive in November of 1917 but was mortally wounded when the British offensive ground to a halt and German forces counter attacked in December. Omar died on the 14th of December in Abberville field hospital.

All that was left was to place flowers on the grave of my great uncle, although two generations apart, a man whom I have become immensely proud of.

So, on to Hull for an overnight crossing to Zeebrugge, courtesy of P and O Ferries. First class food, drink and service before starting the drive down the French coast to Abbeville.

The Communal Cemetery Military Extension, now beginning to bloom with flowers gleaming in the spring sunshine, holds 1754 first world war dead including fifteen soldiers of the Leicestershire Regiment and twelve of the Lincolnshire Regiment. 

At  journey’s end we lay flowers on Omar’s grave and try to imagine what it must have been like for him and millions of young men who gave their lives for their countries for such a futile cause. What a tragedy, what a crime.

Homeward bound, we drive up to Ypres and join a large crowd at the Menin Gate where the local Fire Service trumpeters sound the Last Post every night of the year, the sound echoing around the stone walls containing the names of  54,896 British and Commonwealth soldiers who have no known graves.

Back on board the ferry Pride of York, we experience another night of fine food and drink and join passengers on their way home from a P and O mini cruise to Ostend, Bruges or Amsterdam. A night to chill out and reminisce, a journey never to be forgotten.

