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Band of the Waterford Branch Royal British Legion – Carrying banners with the names of the fallen Collins Brothers
The Collins Family – Tragedy & Loss in Waterford 1914 - 1918
Waterford lost more than 1’100 men & woman during the First World War.   For us today it is an incomprehensible figure to imagine how so many were lost in such a short space of time.   Each one of these losses represented a Father, son or brother.   One of the most tragic stories related to the Collins family of Ballybricken.  Many mothers lost one son but for Agnes Collins she endured the tragedy of losing four sons.   There were six Collins brothers who served during the First World, a fifth son Christopher was very badly wounded and invalided home.   Family tradition has it that King George V decreed that the sixth son,  William be released from the army as the Collins family had sacrificed and lost so much.   
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Stephen Collins lied about his age and joined the Royal Irish Regiment in 1913.   With the outbreak of the First World War Stephen was mobilized with many other Waterford Reservists and was assigned to the 2nd Battalion Royal Irish Regiment.   Arriving in France in September, Stephen found himself fighting in some of the severest fighting of the battle of Mons.   On October 19th, the 2nd Royal Irish Regiment, stormed and captured the village of Le Pilly. The commander of the Royal Irish believed that reinforcements would be sent forward at any moment to support them.   These never arrived and the German troops seeing that this battalion was isolated began in force to surround and cut off the Irishmen.  The Irish soon found themselves being enfiladed on all sides by Machine Gun , Rifle and later artillery fire.   Casualties became severe and as ammunition ran out the last of the men still capable of fighting fixed bayonets and charged towards the allied lines.  Of this band of sixty, only four survived this desperate assault.   Unfortunately Stephen was not one.   More than thirty other Waterford men also lost their lives at Le Pilly.   After the fighting Stephens’s body was never found and to this day he lies with his comrades undiscovered under French soil.   When Stephen died he was sixteen years of age.   
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Michael was also a member of the Royal Irish Regiment.  Michael had in fact been one of the very first soldiers to land in France in August 1914.   It is not known if he was at Le Pilly (he may have been one of the four to fight his way back to allied lines) but what is known is that Michael was killed on May 8th 1915.   His battalion had been rebuilt with reinforcements from the depot in Clonmel, after Le Pilly and Michael would have found himself regarded as an “old hand” by these new soldiers as Michael had been in France since the very start of the war.   The Royal Irish first experienced the horrors of German Gas at aSt Julien on May 3rd .  They  stood their ground (despite having practically no defence against this atrocious and deadly weapon) and held their trenches.   Michael survived this but sadly died a few days later on May 8th when the battalion was heavily shelled by German Artillery.
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John originally joined the Connaught Rangers but later transferred to the Royal Munster Fusiliers.  At 4.45pm on September 9th 1916, following a bombardment that left many of the forward German trenches untouched The Munster Fusiliers leapt from their trenches and charged towards the fortified village of Ginchy.   It was hoped that this attack in broad daylight would reduce the daylight hours in which the Germans could co-ordinate a counterattack and retake Ginchy.   However, most of the Irish did not get further than 100 yards.   They were cut to pieces by five machine guns positioned in the very German forward trench that was left almost totally unaffected by the barrage.   The Munster Fusiliers lost eighty-one men including Private John Collins from Waterford in this attack.    
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Patrick Collins was the eldest son and like his brother Michael originally served in the Connaught Rangers.   Patrick would later transfer to a specialist unit - the 173rd Tunnelling Company Royal Engineers.   These units fought a subterranean war underneath the frontline.   Creating tunnels and undermining German defences.   In March 1918 the Germans mounted their last great offensive in an effort to finally win the war.   Allied positions were obliterated and battalions destroyed in a maelstrom of artillery, chlorine gas and machinegun fire as German storm troopers poured through gaps in the allied line.   Patricks Company exchanged their picks and shovels for rifles and were drafted in as infantry to stem the German advance.   It was thus fighting as an infantryman that Patrick lost his life on March 29th 1918.
The First World War has now passed from living memory and none who fought it survive to speak of the horrors they endured.   The loss of one family member is a heartbreaking but we cannot truly imagine how Agnes Collins felt in 1918 knowing that four of her sons would never return.    To this day these men lay in unmarked graves under Flanders mud.   In their hometown of Waterford their stories like the thousands other Waterfordians who served in the First World War has remained mostly untold.   But times are changing.   People have only recently begun to ask the questions of what happened to their ancestors during the First World War.   As President Mcaleese said in 2003– “....Carefully hidden stories like those of the Irish who died in the First World War are coming out of the shoeboxes in the attic and into daylight”.   So maybe it is time for our city to remember the 1’100 people that never came home in 1918 – Waterford’s lost generation.
