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THE STORY OF THE MEMORIAL RAISED TO COMMEMORATE THE DROWNING OF TEN
YOUNG SOLDIERS AT THE GUYZANCE WEIR

It took the British Anny a long tlme to reahse that the Guyzance Tragedy was not going to just fade away.
Two people in particular were determined that this would never
happen. One was Cpl Burnett Seyburn a Training Corporal at the
nearby Felton Training Camp and the other was a 15-year-old
local schoolgirl, Vera Vaggs, who witnessed the tragedy of the
drowning of the ten trainee soldiers which took place on the 17
January 1945, at the Guyzance Weir. The weir had been built in
1775 in order to ensure adequate water for the Park Mill Ironworks
just upstream. The weir measures nearly 52m across with a drop of
around 2.5m. ? ]

Park Mill Iron and
Tin Foundry had
started operations
there in 1776, although the main building very soon became
known as the Dye House, following its re-use as a woollen mill
from 1791. The
i Guyzance Mill

The original Park Mill [ronworks just
upstream of the Guvzance Weir

| Northumberland
- in the 1830s and
sources indicate The ori inI mmorial made by local artist
‘_that the m}ll was g Charlie Dick y
in use until 1939
and probably closed due to lack of man-power at the start of
! WWIIL Cpl Seyburn and Vera Vaggs resolved to keep the
incident in the public eye. First a local craftsman, Charlie
The new Memorial provided in co-operation ~ Dick, made a wooden commemoration plaque which was
with ASDA. erected beside the river bank above the weir. This served to
mark the spot for a number of years until it fell into disrepair.

Burnett and Vera later persuaded ASDA supermarket to donate one of their advertising pillars and with their
support the names of the ten young servicemen, two from the Duke of Wellington‘s Regiment and eight
from the DLI drowned that day were added. In the early 1980°s the Army decided they had lost the battle
and began to support the commemoration which has taken place ever since, though Cllr Vera Vaggs and
Burnett Seyburn had both passed on and the Durham Light Infantry Association and the members of the
former Light Infantry had taken over sponsorship of the Commemoration. Capt (Retd) Peter Robson
formerly an officer in 7 Bn The Light Infantry had come to live in the community in retirement and had
been involved with his wife Sheelagh in promoting the commemoration ever since. The Memorial is now on
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a paved square surrounded by around fence provided by Guyzance Hall. But the meeting area for the
memorial service continued to be uneven, dangerous and subject to flooding. Capt Peter worked to rectify
the situation and 8" Bn of The Rifles have become the involved.

OPERATION GREEN RHINO, an initiative by the British Army focusing on promoting sustainability and
environmental conservation, came to Northumberland on 28th May. Under the direction of Captain David
Ridley ROSO, a team from the Bishop Auckland and
Durham companies of 8 Rifles (Reserves) spread 20
tons of gravel on the track from the road to the
Memorial which commemorates 10 young soldiers
who traglcally lost their lives carrying out a river
; ; : 3 crossing exercise

on the River
Coquet on 17th
January 1945.
Hard work by
Capt Peter
Robson had won
support from a
range of local
bodies and
enough gravel had
been provided by
The MGL Group
from Durham for
the volunteers
from 8" Bn The

e 4 L Rifles to spread.
The Volunteers also cleared unwanted vegetation and

The area beside the memorial put in culverts to

before Operation Green Rhino drain water from
————— the track. All of

this work has made a huge difference ready for the next
Commemoration, which will take place on 17" January
2026, almost 60 years since the disbandment of the
Durham

The gravel arrives at the site ready for the start

Light o ' ' '
Infantry in The gravel is worked around the site by the
1968 Ty volunteers

The MGL Group from Durham provided the aggregate
through their policy of conservation of the environment and
sustaining a sustainable society initiative, reducing their
carbon footprint.

Capt Peter Robson says, “I would like to thank everyone for
participating in my Guyzance project. Thanks must also go
to the Trustees of the DLI Association and Duke of
Wellington’s Regimental Association for their donations to
the project.”

The newly levelled site in front of the memorial



On completion the volunteers from 8 Rifles take a well-earned rest

THE STORY OF JAMES FRANCIS DURHAM

Jimmy Durham, third from the left, on parade with the 2" Bn The Light Infantry at about 14 years of age

In May 1899, when aged about 14-years-old James Francis Durham, or Jimmy as he was known, was
given special Royal Permission to enlist in the Durham Light Infantry as Boy 6758. At that time 14-year-
old boys of good character could enlist in the British Army as drummers, buglers or musicians, so what was
remarkable about the enlistment of Jimmy Durham?

Jimmy Durham was a Black African boy born in the Sudan beyond the borders of the British Empire, and he
was joining the British Army on the same terms as a 14-year-old English recruit. In 1899, Jimmy was living
in Mandalay, a garrison town in British-ruled Burma (now Myanmar) with the 2nd Battalion The Durham
Light Infantry and he had been living with these soldiers and moving from garrison to garrison as the battalion
moved, for over 12 years.

During Queen Victoria’s long reign, the British Army’s main duty was to guard the outposts of the British
Empire, fighting small war after small war with enemies inside and outside the Empire. On 30 December
1885, a combined army of British and Egyptian soldiers decisively defeated an invading Dervish Army from
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the Sudan on the River Nile at the Battle of Ginnis. The next day, a patrol of mounted soldiers from the 2nd
Battalion DLI led by Lieutenant Henry de Lisle rode down to the River Nile. Later Henry de Lisle described
what happened:

‘We came to a village at the bend of the river. We pushed on rapidly and then in the dusk we saw
the masts of the barge. Not knowing how many enemy might have been there, we decided to creep
up on foot, discharge two volleys and charge with as much noise as possible. These tactics were
successful for as soon as we set up a yell, the Dervishes fled. We ran up to the boat and seized the
towline and there standing on the bank of the river all alone was a small curly headed child dressed
in the full war paint of a Sudanese warrior. He held up his arms for me to take him up, I did so’.

On the boat a badly wounded Dervish soldier told de Lisle that the child’s father had been killed in the battle,
that his mother had fled in fear, that his home was hundreds of miles further south in the Sudan at Berber, and
that the child’s name was ‘Mustapha’. With no one to look after him, De Lisle handed the boy to Sergeant
Stuart and the patrol rode back to camp.

For the next year, whilst still on campaign in the Egyptian
desert, the battalion’s sergeants looked after the boy, who
was soon named ‘Jimmy’ after his first carer Sergeant James
Birley. Sergeant Birley used to bath Jimmy every day. After
soaping him all over, he stood the little boy in a bucket
outside his tent and rinsed him off with water poured from a
canteen. Once back in Cairo, de Lisle wanted to send the
boy to be raised by a Christian mission school and
orphanage, but the sergeants pleaded that they might keep
him, each promising one rupee a month to support the boy.
De Lisle finally agreed and Jimmy, now christened James
Francis Durham, after two of the sergeants, sailed for India Bandsman James Francis Durham of the DLI
with the 2nd Battalion DLI in January 1887. In British-ruled

India and Burma, Jimmy Durham lived with the married sergeants and their families, as the battalion moved

from garrison to garrison. He went to school and spent his free time exercising ponies for the officers’ Polo
Club.

So, in May 1899, when aged about 14-years-old, Jimmy had been given special Royal Permission to enlist in
The Durham Light Infantry. He joined the battalion band, learnt to play the clarinet, was a champion runner,
and was a strict teetotaller running the battalion’s branch of the Army Temperance Association.

In July 1908, after the 2nd Battalion DLI had returned to England, he met and married Jane Green of Bishop
Auckland, the daughter of a local blacksmith and sister of a Quartermaster Sergeant with The Durham Light
Infantry. Sadly, their marriage only lasted two years, as on 8 August 1910, whilst stationed at Fermoy in
Ireland, Jimmy Durham died of pneumonia at the military hospital and was buried with full military honours
in the local cemetery. He was probably no more than 27 years old.

Some of the old sergeants, who had first known Jimmy years earlier in Egypt, travelled from County Durham
for his funeral. A few weeks after the funeral, Jimmy’s only child was born, a daughter, and was christened
Frances. She lived in Bishop Auckland all her life and, sadly, though she married, had no children herself. She
died in 1998.



BISHOP AUCKLAND BRANCH GAMES NIGHT
The Bishop Auckland Branch took part in a Games Night on Wednesday 28th May which was organised by
Ruth Wright and her team from SSAFA and held at Bishop Auckland Football Club.

All the games were organised by SSAFA and were not the traditional Darts, Pool, Cards etc but were Horse
Racing (by winding handle), Connect 4, Magnetic Chess (a game of skill and much good luck)
Table-Top Curling, Dominoes and War Gaming.
== As part of the Games Night refreshments were provided
which consisted of a Steak sandwich and Chips at half
| time.

== Sadly SSAFA were the Victors taking the Ray Horner Cup
from us which Bishop Auckland had won last year
The Ray Horner Cup which had been presented to SSAFA
by young Raymond Horner was a fitting end to the
competition




LATE SUBMISSION FOR THE VE REPORT 2025
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President of Sunderland Branch DLI Association John Appleby with Secretary Michael McMahon and Chairman
Eddie Surtees at the VE Day 80th Anniversary Celebrations on10th May at Sunderland Royal Navy Club.
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HARTLEPOOL BRANCH LINKS WITH CADETS OF HIGH TUNSTALL COLLEGE OF TECHNOLOGY

Charlie & Pheobe with their wreaths
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LECHCRETY e Charlie & Pheobe at the
laid at Arras 1 Menin Gate Service on 11
Aoril 2025
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Wreath

Terry Phillips Secretary of the Hartlepool Branch sends information about a
battlefield tour that had been arranged for some of the youngsters he is in
contact with through his Cadet Force work at High Tunstall College of
Technology in Hartlepool. He said: In early April of 2025 a group of school
children and teachers from High Tunstall School Hartlepool visited WW1
and WW?2 battle sites including Arras and the Menin Gate. The Hartlepool
Branch DLI Association helped sponsor 2 youngsters, Pheobe and Charlie
Goodall of the Hartlepool Rifles Detachment of Cleveland Army Cadet
Force. The Cadets were allowed to attend in uniform laid wreaths on behalf
of the DLI and Coldstream Guards. Phoebe also did a project on one of the
DLI graves researching its history.

The party from
Hartlepool at Aras 1
CWG Cemetery




DONALD McDONALD

Major Donald McDonald died 25 May 2025, and the DLI Association with standards and bugles attended his
funeral in St Edmund’s Parish Church in Sedgefield on 10 June 2025. The picture below sent by Ralph
Harrison Chairman of the Durham Branch DLI Association shows Captain Donald McDonald (first left) on
Palace Green in 1963 at the presentation of Colours to 8DLI with HRH Princess Alexandra, Colonel-in-
Chief Durham Light Infantry. The Commanding Officer 8 DLI (second left) was Gordon Robertson.
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Donald was nicknamed DAZ because he worked for Proctor and Gamble who made soap powder and some
wit in the officers’ mess at the annual camp in Thetford 1960 christened him thus.



DEATHS
These deaths have been reported to the Rifles Office since the publication of the last Monthly Bulletin.

Major Donald McDonald TD
Born: 27 June 1934
Died: 25 May 2025.
Aged 90 years
Commissioned 1954
Served as a National Service Officer
with 1st Bn Durham Light Infantry
in the Suez Canal Zone
On conclusion of his National Service
served with
8" Bn DLI (TA)
in Chester-le-Street & Durham
Retired as a Major Coy Comd
President Durham Branch DLI Association
President of the 8/11Bns DLI OCA
Worked as a volunteer with the DLI Association
in the DLI Museum and at Spennymoor.

May They Rest in Peace
e Rifles Office
| b R Feron Elvet Wster3|de
\NE . urham,
Lt Col Retired DH1 3BW
DLI Association
15 June 2025



