
Sherfield School and Aidan Liddell, V.C., M.C. 
 
One hundred years ago the Liddell family lived in the house that is now Sherfield School. There were 
six children who grew up here. On august 5th, 1914, the day after war was declared, Aidan, the 
eldest, joined his regiment, the Argyle and Sutherland Highlanders. Bettie was in the Hussars and 
Lancelot was in the navy – he was later to take part in the battle of Jutland. The two girls who were 
old enough also ‘did their bit’ and became nurses. The house itself became a military hospital. 
 
After two weeks, Aidan found himself in the trenches of northern France. He recorded life and 
conditions in the trenches in his diaries. On October 21, he and his machine gun unit found 
themselves in an exposed position in La Maisnil and under attack from the main thrust of the 
German attack. Showing courage, leadership and considerable skill, he fought off numerous attacks 
until forced to retreat as they had run out of ammunition. He described it in a letter home as ‘a very 
exciting time. We were sent to hold a village and arrived there at 4.30 in the morning. The Germans 
started to shell it at 5.30 a.m.. They then attacked at 7 o’clock and were driven off. A second attack 
started at 2.45. Last night they attacked at 4.50, 6.15, 8.10, 10.45, 1 a.m., and 3.30 for about half an 
hour each time. We had 198 men and 5 officers casualties.’ Eventually, ‘the guns were steaming like 
chimneys, but ammunition was short and it was impossible to get enough.’ He had to retire, but not 
until he had held up the German advance. For his part in this battle, he became one of the first to be 
awarded the Military Cross which had only just been created.  
 
At Christmas he witnessed that incredible moment when humanity, briefly, won and soldiers from 
both armies gathered in No Mans Land. ‘It was freezing hard last night but it was gorgeous with a 
beautiful moon and starlight. The Germans sang and played tunes. We encored them and quite a 
conversation was held in one place between one of our men and a German who had lived in 
Glasgow. This afternoon, the Germans started proceedings by rolling a barrel of beer to our 
trenches! Most of our men and officers, including myself, went out and met them half way where 
we exchanged newspapers and various ‘souvenirs’ for over an hour. Quite a lot spoke English. They 
were awfully keen to get a football match against us; whether it will come off, I do not know. So in 
spite of the Kaiser, we had our peace and goodwill, for the afternoon at any rate.’ 
 
 Sadly, this was to be only a brief interlude and soon, normal hostilities were resumed. Conditions 
became even worse. ‘We had a dreadfully sticky time in the trenches. It has rained incessantly and 
this brings great chunks off the side of the trench which lies on the foot or so of water on the bottom 
and soon gets churned up into horrible slime. It is impossible to get along the trench without falling 
onto ones knees. I haven’t had dry feet or even boots without water sloshing in them for a week. 
Added to that, it is awfully hard for rations to be brought up.’ 
 
Aidan was never particularly robust and he became unwell. He was taken back to England where he 
was nursed back to health. At one stage, he found himself receiving treatment back home at 
Sherfield. Once he returned to full health, he decided that he would join the Royal Flying Corps. 
Before the war he had met William Cody and learned to fly at Farnborough. After a short period of 
training, he returned to northern France in July 1915. On his first mission, he and his observer came 
under attack. The plane was hit many times but neither occupant suffered injury.  
 
The plane was repaired and he next day he was sent on another mission deep into enemy airspace. 
Some way into the mission, they again came under attack. On this occasion, he was not so fortunate. 
He was hit sixty times, mainly in the right leg. He lost consciousness and the plane plunged towards 
the ground with the observer unable to do anything about it. Miraculously Aidan regained 
consciousness and, although mortally wounded, was somehow to regain control of the shattered 
plane in which all the main controls had been destroyed. For half an hour he flew over enemy 
territory until he crossed the lines and made a perfect landing. Although a crowd of would-be 
helpers gathered, he refuses help until he had delivered a full report. He was then taken to a nearby 
hospital for treatment. His mother came out to nurse him and it seemed possible he might recover. 



As a further boost to his morale he received the news that he had been given the highest award for 
bravery, the Victoria Cross. However, sadly his condition deteriorated and he died on August 31st, 
1915. 
 
Unusually, his body was brought back to Britain for burial. His funeral on September 3rd was the 
largest military funeral to take place in Basingstoke. He is buried in the churchyard of the Roman 
Catholic Church of the Holy Ghost in Basingstoke. 
 
Aidan Liddell was not the only son of Sherfield to make the ultimate sacrifice in the ‘war to end 
wars’. Pupils at Sherfield School also paid tribute to those others who never returned. One of them 
was the son of the Head Gardener at Sherfield House. 
 
 

 
 
We are extremely grateful to the British Legion of Sherfield-on-Loddon for the use of their excellent 
display that gives so much information about the fallen sons of Sherfield 
 
 
 

 
Aidan Liddell in the trenches 
 



 
Aidan Liddell, mortally wounded, being helped out of his plane. 
 

 
Aidan Liddell’s funeral in Basingstoke, September 3rd 1915. 
 

 
Aidan’s medal – on display at the Imperial War Museum 
part of the Ashcroft collection 
 



 
 
Aidan Liddell’s grave in in the churchyard of the Roman Catholic Church of the Holy Ghost in 
Basingstoke. 
 
 

 
 
The War memorial at Sherfield-on-Loddon. 
 
 
 


