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Major-General Ernest Wright Alexander, VC. 

Ernest was born in Liverpool in 1870 to Robert and Annie Hall of 4 Devonshire Road, Toxteth, 

Liverpool. His father, originally from Belfast, was a shipbroker who eventually set up his own 

shipping company, the Hall Line, with all of his ships being named after stately homes. In 1901 he 

sold the company to the Ellerman Line for £434,000.   

Ernest was educated at public schools and was at Harrow from 1884-87. During his time there he 

was a cadet in the Rifle Corps. On leaving Harrow he entered the Royal Military Academy at 

Woolwich in 1888 and was commissioned in 1889. In 1892 he embarked for India as a Lieutenant in 

the Royal Artillery and joined the 60th Battery at Barrackpore, in West Bengal. In 1889 he was 

promoted to Captain. He had several postings in India and in 1906 was promoted to Major. In 1911 

he returned to the UK and took up his position as Battery Commander of 119th Battery, 27th Brigade 

RFA, stationed at Ballincollig, County Cork.  

At the outbreak of war in 1914 the Brigade was at Newbridge, County Kildare. It was moved to 

Phoenix Park in Dublin and on 15 August the 27th Brigade embarked onto the ships Bellerophon, 

Chinese Prince and Courtfield, arriving at Le Havre in France on 18 August 1914. They were part of 

the 5th Division and formed up at Mauberge, before advancing into Belgium. 

Major Alexander’s 119th Battery took part in the Battle of Mons on 23 August and on the second day 

of the withdrawal arrived in Elouges, where they took part in a rearguard action with the 1st Royal 

Norfolk Regiment and the 1st Cheshires.    

As German infantry advanced toward the British defensive line, 119th Battery opened fire at 900 

yards range over open sights. German artillery fire was returned and inflicted heavy losses on the 

gunners of 119th Battery. The order for the Battery to retire was eventually received, but the 

German fire was so intense that the horse teams could not be brought up to the guns.  
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Major Alexander assembled some men together and led them under fire over 300 yards of open 

ground to manhandle the guns out of their gun-positions, but they were too few in number to 

perform the task. Major Francis Grenfell of the 9th Lancers, whose squadron was positioned nearby, 

came to the assistance of 119th battery with a team of volunteers from his regiment and helped the 

gunners in retrieving the guns. Once out of line of sight, the guns were limbered up and driven away.   

Only one wagon and a limber was lost, but during the action 119th Battery suffered 46 casualties 

including ten killed, and 43 horses lost. 

For their part in the action, Major Alexander and Major Grenfell both received the Victoria Cross.  
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The action at Elouges 1914 

Alexander’s VC was gazetted on 18th February 1915, and he received the medal from King George V 

at Buckingham Palace on 12th July 1915.  

Major Alexander’s citation read,  

‘For conspicuous bravery and great ability at Elouges on 24th August 1914, when the flank 

guard was attacked by a German corps, in handling his battery against overwhelming odds 

with such conspicuous success that all his guns were saved, notwithstanding that they had to 

be withdrawn by himself and three other men. This enabled the retirement of the 5th Division 

to be carried out without serious loss.   

Following his award, he was appointed Commander of XXII Brigade RFA in the 7th Division and 

promoted to Lieutenant Colonel on 30th October 1914. He finished the war as temporary Major-

General, but reverted back to his substantive rank of Lieutenant Colonel in 1919 and appointed to 

command Royal Artillery 2nd Division, Southern Area, Aldershot Command. He retired as honoury 

Major-General on 1st October 1920. He died on 25th August 1934. His VC is in the Ashcroft Gallery of 

the Imperial War Museum.    

Major Grenfell’s VC was gazetted on 16 September 1914 and his citation read, 

For gallantry in action against unbroken infantry at Andregnies, Belgium, on 24th August 

1914, and for gallant conduct in assisting to save the guns of the 119th Battery, Royal Field 

Artillery, near Doubon the same day. 

Grenfell was killed in action eight months later on 24 May 1915 and is buried in the Vlamertinghe 

Military Cemetery. 

                                                                                                                                                              
Major Francis Grenfell VC 

Jeff Clare 
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