7 July 2026 - From Paris to the Somme

The long-awaited pilgrimage of members of the South African Gunners’ Association to the
battlefields of France began on 7 July 2026, as the group arrived in Paris. For the Gunners
travelling together, this was far more than a visit to France. It was a journey into history — a
pilgrimage to places where thousands of young men had served, fought and, ultimately, made
the supreme sacrifice.

For one member of the party, Gunner Bobby Marks, the first day carried an especially profound
personal meaning.

On 7 July 1916 — exactly 110 years to the day before the Gunners arrived in France - his great-
grandfather, 5708 Sergeant Thomas J. Edwards of the Lancashire Fusiliers, was killed during
the Battle of the Somme. He was only 27 years old.

The first destination of the pilgrimage was Gordon Dump Cemetery, where Sergeant Edwards
lies among many of his comrades of the First World War.

Standing before his great-grandfather's headstone 110 years after his death was an intensely
moving moment for Gunner Marks. The white Commonwealth War Graves Commission
headstone bears his name, rank, regiment and date of death — simple words carved into stone,
yet representing an entire life, a family left behind, and a sacrifice that has echoed across
generations.

Gunner Andersen, Marks and Taute

The inscription at the foot of the headstone is particularly poignant:

“In loving memory of my dear husband
For me the sorrow of parting
For him God's perfect peace.”

For the Gunners accompanying Bobby, this was also a deeply emotional experience. As
members of the artillery family and custodians of military remembrance, they understood the
significance of standing beside the grave of a soldier who had fallen in the same great conflict
that shaped so much of modern military history.



Research undertaken for the pilgrimage also uncovered Sergeant Edwards' original military
records. His medal card, held by the National Archives, records his service and confirms the
circumstances surrounding his death on 7 July 1916.
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The National Archives' reference WO 372/6/174269: Medal Card of Cpl/Sgt Thomas J.Edwards

And so, 110 years later, a descendant had returned.

There were no crowds, no guns firing and no battlefield noise — only the quiet of the cemetery,

the rows of white headstones and the surrounding fields of the Somme. Yet in that silence,
history seemed remarkably close.

For Gunner Marks, this was not simply visiting a war grave. [t was coming home to a place he
had never previously known. Gunner Mark’s next visit might just be to Bridgend in Wales where
the name of his great-grandfather is also installed at a memorial.

For the South African Gunners, it marked the beginning of a pilgrimage of remembrance that
would take them deeper into the history of the First World War and, ultimately, to Delville Wood
for the 110th anniversary memorial commemorations on 12 July 2026.

The journey had begun — and on the very first day, the past had already reached across 110 years
to meet the present.

Lest We Forget.



