
The Unknown Soldier 

Today we heard the fascinating story of the journey made from 
the French battlefields to the final resting place of The Unknown 
Soldier in Westminster Abbey.

The idea of a Tomb of the Unknown Warrior was first conceived in 
1916 by the Reverend David Railton, who, while serving as an 
army chaplain on the Western Front, had seen a grave marked by 
a rough cross, which read; an Unknown British Soldier 
In 1920 he proposed that an unidentified British soldier be buried 
“amongst the kings" to represent the many hundreds of 
thousands of Empire dead. The idea was strongly supported by 
the Dean of Westminster and the Prime Minister David Lloyd 
George.

At a chapel near Arras, were the four unidentified soldier’s bodies 
placed in plain coffins each covered by Union Flags; Brigadier 
Wyatt with closed eyes rested his hand on one of the coffins. The 
other coffins were then taken away for burial.
On the afternoon of 8th November 1920 the coffin started on its 
journey from Ste Pol to Boulogne.  There the coffin was placed 
into a casket of oak timbers taken from Hampton Court Palace 
trees.  Headed by six black horses the journey continued to the 
harbour.  All the way, the route was lined by thousands of French 
troops and schoolchildren.
HMS Verdun with an escort of 6 battleships crossed the channel, 
where the casket was landed at Dover Western Docks.  Taken by 
train to Victoria station there it remained overnight.  A plaque still 
marks the platform.
On the morning of 11 November 1920, the casket was placed 
onto a gun carriage of the Royal Horse Artillery and drawn by six 
horses through immense and silent crowds. The route passed 
Hyde Park Corner, The Mall, and to Whitehall where the 
Cenotaph, a "symbolic empty tomb", was unveiled by King-
Emperor George V.  The cortège was then followed by The King, 
the Royal Family and ministers of state to Westminster Abbey, 
where the casket was borne into the West Nave of the Abbey 



flanked by a guard of honour of one hundred recipients of the 
Victoria Cross.  The guests of honour were a group of one 
hundred women, who had been chosen because they had each 
lost their husband and all their sons in the war."Every woman so 
bereft who applied for a place got it".

The coffin was then interred in the far western end of the Nave, 
only a few feet from the entrance, in soil brought from each of 
the main battlefields, and covered with a silk pall.  
The grave was then capped with a black Belgian marble stone, 
the only tombstone in the Abbey on which it is forbidden to walk.
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Featuring this engraved inscription with brass from melted down 
wartime ammunition: 

Beneath this stone rests the body  
Of a British warrior 

Unknown by name or rank 
Brought from France to lie among 

The most illustrious of the land  
And buried here on Armistice Day 
11 Nov: 1920, in the presence of 

His Majesty King George V 
His Ministers of State 

The Chiefs of his forces 
And a vast concourse of the nation 

 
Thus are commemorated the many 

Multitudes who during the Great  
War of 1914 – 1918 gave the most that  

Man can give life itself 
For God  

For King and country 
For loved ones home and empire 

For the sacred cause of justice and 
The freedom of the world 

They buried him among the kings because he 
Had done good toward God and toward  

His house.

Around the main inscription are four New Testament quotations:  
 
The Lord knoweth them that are his  2 Timothy 2:19 
Unknown and yet well known, dying and behold we live 
         2 Corinthians 6:9  
Greater love hath no man than this   John 15:13 
In Christ shall all be made alive   1 Corinthians 15:22


