
Second Lieutenant Alfred Edison Hirst (1882 -1916). 

1/4th Battalion Duke of Wellington’s West Riding Regiment. 

Postscript 

The ‘Forget Me Not Fund’. 

 

The flower ‘Forget me Not’. 

The involvement of a Batley Grammar School old boy in support of a charitable fund at the 

time of the First World War uncovers an intriguing tale. It involves politicians and members 

of high society from the Edwardian era and their views on what charities were worthy of 

support. It also reveals the efforts made by people both locally and nationally to give support 

to soldiers serving their country. 

Alfred or ‘Eddie’ Hirst was from Cleckheaton and was a soldier with the 4th Battalion of the 

Duke of Wellington’s Regiment until he was killed in action on September 3rd 1916. Before 

he joined the army Eddie was a scoutmaster with the Moorbottom Troop in Cleckheaton. 

When he went off to war he apparently urged the local people to send postcards to the troops 

in the trenches and this was done. As a result the ‘Forget me not Fund’ was set up in Spen 

Valley and is still in existence today. The Spenborough Guardian, which was owned by his 

father and later his brother frequently has articles on the setting up of the fund and Hirst’s 

part in it, though the truth of it may not be all that it seems.  

On Thursday 17th July 2003 the Spenborough Guardian published an article relating the 

history of the ‘Forget-me-not-Fund’ in the area. The fund is still run by volunteers committed 

to helping ex-servicemen and women in Spenborough and their descendants or dependents 



through visits, occasional financial support and the use of a voucher scheme. Phillip 

Mallpress, of Birkenshaw, (himself an ex-Batley Grammar School teacher, coincidentally), 

wrote a short history of the fund, which was covered by the newspaper as a story, it recorded: 

"I put it together in spring last year," said Mr Mallpress, who is also president of the 

Spen Valley District Scout Council and vice-president of the West Yorkshire County 

Scout Council. 

"It's about a very honoured group of people in the Spen Valley over a great number of 

years and I thought it was an essential part of the valley's history and worth recording. 

The fund was founded in 1915 after a Cleckheaton Scoutmaster serving in the First 

World War suggested that his 3rd Spen Valley Scouts send Christmas cards to local 

men serving in the armed forces. He started it with a five franc note and a piece of 

shrapnel”. 

Scouts started raising money for the cards and gifts to be sent from the newly formed Forget-

me-not Fund and its committee quickly grew. They sent parcels all over the world to local 

men and women serving in the forces throughout World War One, and after a brief break 

started again at the beginning of World War II. After 1945 the committee turned its attention 

to helping service and ex-service personnel and their dependents in ordinary life, something it 

still does to this day. 

The local newspaper returned to the story of the fund on May 3rd 2007. The Spenborough 

Guardian published a picture of a soldier with children that had been taken on the very first 

‘Forget Me Not Day’ in Liversedge, on September 15th 1915. The children and adults were in 

their finest regalia and are holding aloft a banner which said ‘Forget-Me-Not Day Central 

Committee Room’.  

The newspaper article related that according to old newspaper clippings of a letter which 

appeared in the ‘Guardian’. It said ‘... the Forget-Me-Not fund was started in about 1915 

by the Pyenot Hall troop of Scouts. The Scoutmaster and some scouts were called up 

into the services during the First World War, so the temporary scoutmaster Mr 

Coupland suggested they all keep in touch”.  

The letter writer apparently added:  

"When work was finished, uniforms were donned and we all went out all over the valley 

with a trek cart collecting empty bottles, jam jars etc. We also sold scent cards. One of 

the lads had been wounded, and while in hospital, learned to make table mats, which he 

passed on to us, and all were sold. I seem to think it was the scout master of the old 

Moorbottom troop who suggested the name 'Forget-Me-Not'. The irony of this is, he 

was the son of the proprietor Eli Hirst of the Guardian and was killed in action”.  

The reality of the Forget me Not Day being the sole idea of Eddie Hirst is a little different, 

though of course he probably was at the forefront of suggesting the idea in his own local area.  



In 1914 the London based ‘War Society’ suggested that a ‘Forget Me Not Day’ should be 

established to help raise comforts for the troops. There was also a separate Forget Me Not 

Fund to help Belgian refugees, with posters printed to help raise funds. ‘Forget Me Not’ was 

used as a slogan to provoke sympathy for the Belgian Babies who had been orphaned as a 

result of the war.  

However, there was not complete support for a flag day being set up to promote the new day 

for fundraising. Seemingly the main objection to the setting up of a flag day for wounded 

soldiers was that the already established flag day for the Queen Alexandra Rose charity 

would supposedly be affected and Lord Knutsford believed that it was wrong that a new day 

would take funds from the Rose Day Collection that helped charities.  

The suggestion of the Forget me not Day taking place led to letters to the Times newspaper 

and to a meeting being held where the idea was to be discussed. The Times reported the 

meeting in its issue of March 31st 1915 with the headline: “Forget me not Day- Lord 

Knutsford’s Protest”. It added “Protests against the 1914 War Society’s proposed 

‘Forget me not Day’ led to the holding of a meeting at the Savoy Hotel yesterday. 

Mr. Alfred S. Moore, the secretary, who presided, said that the meeting was convened 

chiefly in deference to the powerful criticism made in the Times by Lord Knutsford. 

The object of the society said Mr. Moore was to make this a national scheme to help 

maimed soldiers. Over a thousand persons had offered over the past week to sell forget 

me nots in the streets of London and all over the United Kingdom”. 

Lord Knutsford, a leading philanthropist of the day, apparently attended the meeting and said 

that it was ‘...intolerable that the secretary should call such a meeting at six hours notice’. 

Despite the objections put forward vociferously that this was ‘...bagging’ other people’s ideas 

a motion to have the Flag Day for the Forget Me Not Fund was passed by 30 votes to 7.  

The meeting seems to have been somewhat acrimonious as Lord Knutsford accused the 

secretary, Mr Moore of taking over as Chairman of the meeting and using it for his own ends. 

In a postscript to the article about the meeting, published in the Times on March 31st 1915 a 

byline announced the ‘Resignation of the Chairman’. It stated: 

 “ Lady Abbot Anderson in a message to the press last night says that she regrets that 

owing to private and unforeseen reasons she is reluctantly compelled to vacate the post 

of Chairman of the ‘Forget Me Not Fund’  

Lord Knutsford had succeeded his father to his title in 1914. Both he and his father were well 

known philanthropists. Unfortunately the new Lord Knutsford was defrauded of money by a 

soldier he had helped and the case appeared in the Times in June 1915. It may well have been 

that Lord Knutsford was not well disposed to soldiers as a result of this case, which although 

reported in the press in June 1915, could well have been discovered prior to his letter 

objecting to the setting up of the fund written in March 1915. However, his main objection 

was probably as a trustee for the fundraising efforts of the London Hospital. He feared that 

such charitable funding would be diverted from the causes he supported to war charities. 



The meeting on March 31st came after a letter to the Times early in March 1915 by Lord 

Knutsford stating his objection to the fund and the flag day. Further letters followed on 

March 27th, from Mr. Moore, the secretary of the War Society, the main person putting 

forward the idea of a flag day in May 1915, and a letter from the Managing Director of 

Harrods.  

Mr Moore said in his letter that a meeting of 200 people had been held to establish a day for 

the collections in May of 1915 and not one person opposed the idea. Mr Richard Burbidge of 

Harrods however, objected to the day and supported Lord Knutsford’s view that the day 

would overshadow the Princess Alexandra Rose Day.  

The Spenborough Guardian report of the first Forget Me Not day Collection (written in 2007) 

reports that the collection day was actually held on September 18th 1915, in Liversedge.  

It may well be that Eddie Hirst, being a scoutmaster at the time before the war, had heard of 

the arguments about the setting up of the fund and thought it a good idea and suggested that 

the scouts in Cleckheaton become involved, which they evidently did. 

Intriguingly the very name of the fund could well have come from the title of a play being 

revived in the West End Theatre at the time of the First World War. The play itself had 

started at the Lyceum Theatre in The Strand in 1879 but The Times carried a review of the 

play’s revival in its June 23rd 1914 edition and this would fit in well with the timing of the 

War Society suggestion of a fund to be set up some months later. The play was still in the 

West End at the time. 

The fund still exists in the Cleckheaton area in order to help ex servicemen. However, the 

name has been somewhat surpassed in its use nationally by the charity for Leukaemia 

research, which has its own modern day Forget Me Not Fund. 

To attribute the whole ‘Forget me not Fund’ idea to Eddie Hirst is grandiose perhaps, though 

he may have been the mainstay of the idea in letters to the local newspaper, for which he 

should be remembered.  

 


