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There was much discussion - and argument– as to
the type of permanent marker that individual
British graves should have. The decision was
made not to have a cross, but a standard sized
headstone for every soldier, representing equality in death whatever a man’s rank or religion.
The erection of private crosses or memorials was
banned, although a few remain that had already
been erected. The result of the policy for the
visitor is threefold - a readily recognised headstone, a pleasing and regular appearance of cemeteries and space on the headstone for more information to be displayed than on a cross.
Information on the headstone generally consists
of a regimental badge and name, rank and serial
number of the individual. His age may also appear,
where provided by the family. There is also a Christian
cross, which for Jews is
replaced by the Star of
David. Where a family did
not want a cross then nothing is displayed. The standard cross is replaced by the
Victoria Cross or the George
Cross for those recipients.
Relatives were also allowed
to choose a personal inscription; not to exceed
sixty-six letters and spaces. There was a charge
for an inscription which it was thought would give
families a more personal stake in the grave. The
charge was 3½d per letter with a maximum
charge of £1. Some of these epitaphs can be
quite moving.
New Zealand did not allow personal inscriptions
and the Canadians would not allow families to be
charged so the government paid.
The gravestones were generally made from Portland stone, though some used the local stone.
Replacements now are in Italian marble as it is
more durable.
Large numbers of bodies could not be identified
and are simply marked “A Soldier of the Great
War” and below it “Known Unto God”, the latter
phrase being contributed by Rudyard Kipling. In
contrast the French and Germans chose to bury
their unidentified in mass graves, which the Germans called Kameradengraber (comrades graves).

Battlefield Cemeteries

Other Country Headstones

The material used for the German cross varies, sometimes iron, sometimes wood or stone.
The German military cemetery at Fricourt is the resting
place for 17,027 German First World War soldiers. They
died on the Somme battlefields over the four years of the
Great War Each cross is centred on the resting place of
four soldiers, though German Jewish soldiers (WW1)
have individual headstones.
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