The Menin Gate
‘He is not missing, he is here,’ so said Field Marshal Lord Plumer at the unveiling of the Menin Gate in Ypres in July 1927 and it is here that four of the Wingham men are commemorated. These are the stories of those four men.
Private Ernest Coppin joined the Second Battalion of the East Kent Buffs at the Recruiting Office in Canterbury on the 27th January 1913 when he was aged 17. His address at that time was in Herne and his occupation was Blacksmith. His parents Edwin and Elizabeth lived in the High Street in Wingham. Like many at the time it was a large family and Ernest had four brothers, Edwin, Charles, Albert and Reginald.

Ernest was posted to Ireland with his unit in February 1914 remaining there until the 3rd March 1914. He arrived in France early in September 1915 but it seems likely that the battalion quickly pressed onto Flanders. According to his army records on the 20th January 1915, Ernest received a head wound while marching. He was granted an extension of leave to recover although there is no record of where that leave was spent. Ernest was killed in action that same year, on the 24th July 1915 in somewhere close to Ypres and he has no known grave.
Private 
Jesse Knight was 23 years old when he enlisted in Canterbury on the 10th May 1915. Initially he was in the Royal East Kent Yeomanry but by the time he was sent to France on the 21st September 1916 he was part of the Royal West Kent Regiment.  Like Ernest, Jesse came from a large family. His parents were Henry and Mary who lived in Dene Cottages in Wingham and he had six older siblings, George, Henry Fred, Ellen, Jane and Emily and a younger sister, Hilda.
On the 7th June 1917 Jesse was recorded as wounded and missing. His body was not found and so he is also remembered on the Menin Gate. The statement of the deceased family was signed by his Mother, Mary at the Vicarage in Wingham in the presence of the vicar. 

Less is known about the next two men.  Private Henry Shaxted was in the Queens Royal West Surrey Regiment, 10th Battalion. Although listed on the village war memorial, his records indicate that his parents lived at Whiffen’s Farm in Swanley Bottom. Why he is on the Wingham memorial is unknown but he may have been employed locally before enlisting. Throughout 1917, Henry’s Battalion was in the Ypres Salient and Henry died, aged 21, on the 25th June 1917, probably in that vicinity.
The final Wingham man on the Menin Gate Memorial is Private Aubrey Castle who was in the Machine Gun Corps, 45th Coy. Again very little is known about him except that he was the son of Victoria Ann Castle who lived in the High Street in Wingham and the late Andrew E Castle. The Machine Gun Corps took part in most of the major battles of the war. On the 31st July 1917, 45th Coy was in position as the Battle of Pilckam Ridge began which was the opening attack of the Third Battle of Ypres, and it was on that day that Private Castle died, aged 27.
The Menin Gate was chosen as a memorial because of the thousands of men who passed through it on their way to the battlefields of the Ypres Salient. Casualties commemorated on it are from Australia, Canada, India, South Africa and the United Kingdom. The memorial bears the names of 54,000 officers and men whose graves are not known and who died before the 16th August 1917.  (Those servicemen from the United Kingdom who died in the Ypres Salient after the 16th August 1917 are commemorated at Tyne Cot).  It was designed by Sir Reginald Bloomfield and unveiled by Field Marshal Lord Plumer  on the 24th July 1927.

The inauguration ceremony of the Menin Gate was attended by Albert, King of the Belgians and Marshall Foch of France, as well as many dignitaries, local people, relatives and veterans. There were military bands, wreaths were laid and Field Marshall Lord Plumer made the moving speech in which he comforted those relatives whose loved ones had no known grave but were now commemorated forever more on the Menin Gate. Ernest, Jesse, Henry and Aubrey are not missing, they are here and every evening the moving Last Post Ceremony is held underneath the central arch. Wingham Scout Group will be laying a wreath there during the service on Saturday 1st November.
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