
Pioneer Gerald Kemp Coultas ( 1898 – 1918). 

1st Special Company, Royal Engineers. 

    ‘Far I hear the bugle blow 
    To call me where I would not go, 
    And the guns begin the song, 
    ‘Soldier, fly or stay for long.’ 
 
    ‘Therefore since the best is bad, 
    Stand and do the best my lad; 
    Stand and fight and see your slain, 
    And take the bullet in your brain.’ 
 
    A.E. Housman:  ‘The Day of Battle’. 

 

Gerald Coultas was born in Dewsbury on June 17th 1898. His parents were John Crabtree 

Coultas and his wife Sophia. At the time of Gerald’s birth his father was a clerk. The 1901 

census showed that the family lived at No 22 Wharfe Street, Dewsbury. Interestingly the 

family next door are named Kemp and these may be related, hence Gerald’s middle name.  



At the time of the 1911 census Gerald was shown as still being a scholar, and therefore likely 

to have been studying at the school. His father was by this time a commercial book keeper  

and Gerald was one of a family of four children. He was the oldest at 12 years old. In 1911 

the Coultas family were living at 14 Pyrah Mount Dewsbury.  

It is not known when Gerald joined the army but we know from his medal records and his 

war grave registration that he joined the Special Company of the Royal Engineers.  These 

companies were set up to deal with gas cylinders and projecting gas to the German lines. 

Number 1 Special Company to which Pioneer Coultas belonged was a Stokes Mortar unit 

constituting part of the 5th Battalion of the Special Brigade. 

The battalion consisted of 4 Companies equipped with 4 inch Stoke mortars for firing gas and 

smoke rounds. The four original companies, formed in 1915, were 186-189. However they 

were simply known as 186 Company etc. They did however follow the normal RE number 

sequence for field companies to try and disguise their purpose. Any mention of "special" 

would of course have alerted the Germans to the fact that something unusual was going on.  

The designation "Special Companies" came into use in early 1916 when the unit was  

expanded into a brigade size formation. The companies were then alphabetically arranged, A-

Q, in 4 battalions with the exception of "I" which was not used because of its likeness to the 

figure "one."  

For a short while there was also a 4A battalion which was formed to support the 5th New 

Army. In addition there was also "Z" Company, originally formed to operate flame throwers 

under Capt (later Major) WH Livens. A further addition was the formation of the 4" Stokes 

Mortar Companies, which formed the 5th Battalion of the Brigade. These companies were 

numbered, 1-4.  

On June 23rd 1918 the 1st ‘Special Company’ of the Royal Engineers were at Rainneville, in 

France. Their job on that day was to carry out two separate bombardments of the enemy 

trenches with gas and smoke shells, using their stokes mortars. There were to be two three 

minute long bombardments at 3am and 11-30 pm on the day, using twelve mortars to deliver 

the armament. 

As a reprisal it seems that the enemy returned fire by shelling the positions of the stokes 

mortars and the report for the day’s work by the 1st Special Company shows that four other 

ranks were missing believed killed. Gerald Coultas was one of the Royal Engineers killed by 

what the diary refers to as “Enemy artillery shelled slightly”. 

Pioneer Gerald Kemp Coultas is buried in Bouzincourt Cemetery, France, approximately 

three kilometres North West of the town of Albert. There are over seven hundred soldiers 

buried there, of which over three hundred are unidentified. Gerald Coultas’s gravestone 

shows his rank as ‘Pioneer’ and his age at death as being twenty. 
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