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 Service Number . 397 B  

Rank. Private  

Other Ranks.  Lance Corporal  

Other Units .13 M.G.C. (Machine Gun Company), 21 

M.G.C.  

Town. Cooroy  

Date of Birth. 12 May 1899  

Place of Birth. Brisbane Queensland Australia  

Date Enlisted. 12 April 1916  

Ship Sailed On . HMAT Commonwealth  

Date Ship Sailed. 19 September 1916  

Ship Sailed. From Sydney New South Wales Australia  

Date Returned to Australia. 12 May 1918  

Date of Death. 06 April 1975  

Place of Death. Brisbane Queensland Australia  

Age at Death .75 years  

Where Commemorated . 
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Memorial Hall, Maple Street, Cooroy; Shire of Noosa Roll 
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 A soldier of the Great War  - Leonard Chaplin 

 Leonard ( Len Chaplin) was born on the 12th May 1899 in Brisbane. 

His parents,  Robert 28 and Jessie 19, were Suffolk born, and along with children Elizabeth 2 and 

infant Minnie they boarded the “Duke of Sutherland” at London, England on 18 August 1885 and 

arrived at Brisbane, Queensland, Australia on 18 October 1885. Robert’s occupation was listed as a 

carman on the passenger list. A carman was someone who was often employed by railway 

companies for local deliveries and collections of goods and parcels. Also someone who drove horse-

drawn trams were called a carman. Robert and Jessie continued their family and had a further 8 

children. Their eighth child was Leonard Charles (Len) Chaplin. 

Leonard Charles (Len) Chaplin was a young man of 18 years and 3 months when he enlisted for the 

Great War on 12 April 1916 at Brisbane, Queensland, Australia. His occupation was a farmer at the 

time. Len stood 5 feet 5 inches (165.1cm) and weighed 130 pounds (59kg). He was described as 

having a fair complexion with grey eyes and brown hair. Len sported a distinctive scar on his right 

shin and another on the index finger of his left hand. He noted his religion as Church of England. Len 

was a single man and listed his mother, who was living at Cooroy, Queensland at the time, as his 

next of kin. 

On 19 September 1916, Private L. C. (Len) Chaplin of 13 M.G.C. (Machine Gun Company) boarded 

the HMAT “Commonwealth” at Sydney Australia to serve his King and country. He disembarked 

Plymouth, England on 14 November 1916 and marched in to Details Coy. (Company) at Parkhouse 

the next day. On 27 December 1916, at A.M.G. Tng. Dep. (Aust. Machine Gun Training Depot) at 

Grantham, Len was charged with being A.W.L. (absent without leave) from midnight to 7am on 25 

December 1916. He was awarded 4 days C.B. (confined to base) and a total forfeiture of 2 days’ pay.  

He  finally proceeded overseas to France in mid-March and was taken on strength of 21 M.G.C. on 17 

March 1917. He was allotted the letter “B” to his service number (397B) due to another soldier from 

his unit sharing the same number.  Boarding the SS Donegal in Southhampton  he finally arrived in 

France at Havre on  the 19th March 1917.   

A couple of days later, Len was admitted to 39 A.G.H. (Aust. General Hospital) at Havre with scabies. 

He was discharged to duty on 25 March and marched out to M.G. Corps. Base Depot. Len rejoined 

his unit in the field around the Albert region of the Somme. He spent time in the field around 

Dernancourt areas and received gas training in late March 1917.  

Dernancourt 

 For most of the war, Dernancourt had been behind allied lines and had become a village well known 

to many Australian units during their stay on the Somme between July 1916 and March 1917. 



 

 

In April he took part in action in the field around Montauban and was on the front line at Bapaume. 

In early April he was involved in hostile shelling around Dernancourt and took part in action at 

Lagincourt , again in the Somme region. In May 1917 he was in the Norieul area and also was part of 

the capture of Bullecourt on the 12th May 1917 during the second battle of Bullecourt. 

Baupaume and Surrounds 

At the beginning of 1917 victory seemed nowhere in sight. However for a while, from late 

February, hopes were lifted. Along the Somme front line and elsewhere, the Germans began to 

withdraw several kilometres to their newly-developed defensive zone which the British dubbed 

“the Hindenburg Line”. This apparent retreat was a tonic for the allies who advanced in pursuit. 

But it was an illusion; the Germans were just staging a voluntary withdrawal to stronger and 

better prepared positions. It was against these solid defences at a point near the village of 

Bullecourt that four Australian divisions, one after the other, were thrown during April and May 

1917. 

 Bapaume was a large German-held town almost within sight of the Australians’ trench lines 

throughout the winter months on the Somme. Suddenly, from 24 February 1917 it became 

evident that the enemy was retiring. The British advanced after them, and by the morning of 17 

March Australian troops reached the outskirts of Bapaume. The soldiers’ heightened spirits were 

exemplified by the band of the 5th Australian Brigade playing amid the burning ruins as they 

marched into the old town square on the 19th. However booby traps and time bombs had been 

left behind; one exploded in the town hall a week later burying men and killing twenty-five. 

From February 1917 the German forces facing the Australians began withdrawing to the 

Hindenburg Line. The Australians pursued them and there was heavy fighting around a network 

of small villages. Vaulx-Vraucourt, Morchies and Beaumetz were among those captured. But 

there was stiffer resistance during the attempts to take Lagnicourt, Noreuil and Hermies; the 

initial hasty attempt to take Noreuil was repulsed. In some of these sharp actions over three 

weeks five Australians won the Victoria Cross. Finally, by 9 April the vital string of villages 

leading up to the Hindenburg Line was in British hands. Before the Australians, and within the 

broad German line of entrenchments and barbed-wire, stood the fortified village of Bullecourt. 

 

Second Battle of Bullecourt. 

Despite the failure of the first attack on 11 April 1917, a few weeks later General Gough once 

again tried to break the Hindenburg Line at Bullecourt. On 3 May 1917 the 2nd Australian 

Division attacked with the British alongside. Although the brigade on the right faltered under 

deadly machine-gun fire, the 6th Brigade got into the enemy’s trenches and, despite heavy 

shellfire and counter attacks, bravely held on. The 1st Division relieved the 2nd, and soon the 5th 

Division took its turn. Finally, after more than a week, the Germans gave up these blood-soaked 
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fields. Then the depleted Australian battalions were withdrawn to recover. The furious fighting, 

which in the end only advanced the line a kilometre or so, had been at the heavy cost of another 

7,000 Australian casualties. 

 

 On 23 May 1917, Len was appointed L/Cpl (Lance Corporal). 

He was rotated in and out of the front line with his company for the remainder of May and June 

again in and around Dernancourt. During July the company diaries note the increase in sickness due 

to appalling conditions and this effected the strength of the company as a whole.   

In July, Len was even present when King George V drove by his company in a vehicle in Albert.  

After this time the company was part of reassignment to the salient region around Ypres in Belgium 

where the Germans were involved in a strong offensive. He was camped at the Anzac 

Headquartered area at Café Belge around Dickebush that was often shelled heavily. He took part in 

active duty in the field during The Salient campaign and moved around the Zonnebecke area near 

Ypres and Messine Ridge as well as Kemmel around 6 miles Southwest of Ypres . Here there was 

extreme shelling often and again his company was rotated in and out of the front lines. They spent 

relief time behind the lines during November 1917 at Condette and Davres near Boulogne.  

He was admitted to 3 Can. G.H. (Canadian General Hospital) at Boulogne on 03 December 1917 with 

P.U.O. (pyrexia of unknown origin). The following day, Len was transferred to 111 S.H. (Stationary 

Hospital) with measles. On Christmas Day 1917, he embarked France aboard H.S. “St. Denis” to 

England for convalescence. He was admitted to Central M.H. (Military Hospital) with rheumatism 

and a few days later, he was transferred to 3 Aux. Hosp. (Auxiliary Hospital) at Dartford. Len was 

granted furlough (leave) in January 1918 and ordered to report to 2 C.D. (Command Depot) at 

Weymouth. 

Len was to see no more action during the Great War due to sickness with rheumatism, 

On 10 March 1918, Len embarked England aboard H.S. “Durham Castle” for transport  to Australia. 

Len was discharged medically unfit from the A.I.F. on 15 June 1918. 

 Len was also to go on and serve during WW2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 


