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bravery was recognised instead by the 
award of the Military Cross, announced 
in The London Gazette on October 
20, 1916. At one point, Ackroyd was 
“blown up” and despite surviving the 
explosion he was showing signs of 
immense strain. On August 11, 1916, 
he was, reluctantly, invalided home, 
suffering from nervous exhaustion. 

In November 1916, a month after 
being passed as fit for duty by a medical 
board, Ackroyd was eager to return to 
France, re-joining the Royal Berkshires 
in December. His family had concerns 
that he was returning to the front too 
soon, and longed for him to have a safer 
role. After a bitter winter of sporadic 
fighting, Ackroyd was given some 
leave with his family ahead of his 40th 
birthday but by the end of July 1917 he 
was in Belgium during the preparations 
for the Third Battle of Ypres (also 
known as the Battle of Passchendaele).

Out in the open
It was on the opening two days of 
Passchendaele, in those muddy 

Flanders Fields, that the Royal 
Berkshires saw terrible losses as they 
advanced along and close to the Menin 
Road as part of the offensive by the 
30th Division. The attack on Glencorse 
Wood on July 31 and August 1, though 
courageous, was confused and poorly 
organised. It saw the 6th Berkshires 
advance towards a well-prepared 
enemy, and into an area that was already 
thought to have been captured.

Ackroyd roamed up and down the line 
to treat casualties and was eventually 
awarded the VC for his gallantry over 
the two days. The citation for his 
decoration, announced on September 6, 
1917, stated:

“During recent operations Captain 
Ackroyd displayed the greatest gallantry 
and devotion to duty. Utterly regardless 
of danger, he worked continuously for 

many hours up and down and in front of 
the line tending the wounded and saving 
the lives of officers and men. In so doing 
he had to move across the open under 
heavy machine gun, rifle and shell fire. 
He carried a wounded officer to a place of 
safety under very heavy fire. On another 
occasion he went some way in front of our 
advanced line and brought in a wounded 
man under continuous sniping and 
machine gun fire. 

“His heroism was the means of saving 
many lives, and provided a magnificent 
example of courage, cheerfulness, and 
determination to the fighting men in 
whose midst he was carrying out his 
splendid work.”

However, by the time that his Victoria 
Cross was announced, Ackroyd was dead: 
he had been killed by a sniper at Jargon
Trench, having set out to find and treat

“...he was the most fearless man imaginable and to see him 
in his cool way picking up wounded and sending them off 

was a sight no one can ever forget”
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the wounded on August 11, 1917. He was 
one of seven men shot dead in a short 
period by snipers and, at the time of his 
death, he was aware that he had, once 
again, been recommended for the VC.

A tragedy for all 
Ackroyd’s posthumous VC was presented 
to his widow, Mabel, and their son, 
Stephen (then five) by King George V 
at an investiture at Buckingham Palace 
on September 26, 1917. There were 
numerous tributes to Captain Ackroyd’s 
gallantry from comrades. Captain J N 
Richardson, one of his closest friends, 
wrote to his widow: “It’s the biggest loss 
this battalion has ever suffered and it’s 
nothing more or less than a tragedy for 
all of us. 

“As you have probably heard before he 
was the most fearless man imaginable 
and to see him in his cool way picking 
up wounded and sending them off was a 
sight no one can ever forget. The hottest 
shellfire never stopped him going to 
a wounded man and the men used to 
simply stare in wonder at his bravery. In 
all fights he was worth a hundred men to 
us for morale’s sake…”

Alfred Clark, one of Ackroyd’s fellow 
officers, also wrote to his widow saying, 
“All our medical officers are wonderfully 
brave but your husband was quite in a 
class by himself.”

Captain Harold Ackroyd VC MC MD, 
who died aged 40, is buried at Birr Cross 
Roads Cemetery, near Ypres. On the 
centenary of his death, some 30 members 
of the Ackroyd family travelled from their 
respective homes in England, Jersey and 

Germany for a memorial service at his 
graveside. The service on August 11, 2017, 
was led by the Reverend Gillian Trinder, 
then vicar of St George’s Church, Ypres. 
Some of the great great grandchildren 
contributed to the service and 
Christopher Ackroyd gave a eulogy on 
his grandfather’s life. The Last Post and 
the Reveille were sounded by Colonel 
Michael Taylor, the VC recipient’s great 
grandson-in-law. The party then went to 
the field below Glencorse Wood where 
Harold was killed and four of his great 
great grandsons planted a memorial 
plaque on the spot where he fell.

I commend the new book, White 
Feather to Victoria Cross, to readers of this 
magazine and, just to declare an interest, 
I have, in fact, contributed the foreword 
to it. The book ends with the words: 
“This is the story of Harold Ackroyd 
VC and his ancestors who were from 
humble origins, probably wool traders in 
Yorkshire. We hope this family history 
has shown that for all of us no matter 
what our social background, we are 
capable of achieving great things in life.

“We are immensely proud of our 
ancestor Harold, with his sporting, 
educational, professional, scientific 
and most importantly, 
military achievements.

“This profoundly 
exemplifies the 
determination that 
enabled him to 
develop his character 
into the family man 
with strong loyalties 
and principles who 

V i c t o r i a  C r o s s  H e r o e s ,  Vo l . 2

W W W.BRITAINAT WAR.COM / 113

Visit www.victoriacrossheroes2.com. Lord 
Ashcroft’s VC and GC collection is on 
public display at the Imperial War 
Museum, London, www.iwm.org.

collection can be found at www.

com. Follow him 
on Twitter and/

was capable of supreme and sustained acts 
of bravery…

“The fact that his memory and example 
live on into the 21st Century is a source 
of immense pride and satisfaction to all 
the family. We hope that his sacrifice will 
go on to inspire future generations of the 
family and the young doctors who have 
benefited from the scholarship in his name 
at Gonville and Caius College Cambridge 
since 2004.”.
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