
 

CIA Twinning visit to Sint Niklaas – visit to Ypres (otherwise known as Ieper) 

2nd-3rd April 2023 

 

(At the end of our last visit to Sint Niklaas in 2017 we had paid a brief visit to the historic town of Ypres en route 
to Calais and home. Our party found the area to be so interesting that we decided that this year’s visit would 
include an extended visit to the town.) 

On leaving Sint Niklaas on the Sunday afternoon, we drove in convoy to the village of Zonnebeke to visit the 
Passchendaele museum, located in an old chateau. The museum lies within the area fought over during the Third 
Battle of Ypres, otherwise known as The Battle of Passchendaele when over half a million soldiers were killed 
during the 103 day battle for the Allies to gain the high ground overlooking the Ypres salient - a gain of just five 
miles. 

The museum gives a good explanation of the causes of the war and early battles around Ypres, including the first 
use of poison gas, before covering the 1917 Passchendaele battle in detail with many artefacts, pictures, and 
maps. One of the highlights of the museum is the staircase from the first floor down to the basement into a full 
size reconstruction of a WW1 bunker followed by a recreation of some trenches. The visit certainly conveyed a 
vivid picture of the reality and horror of the war. 

   

 

We then moved on to a new monument, the Brothers in Arms sculpture, which only opened in 
September 2022. It depicts one soldier holding the body of his dead brother and 
commemorates the many families who lost several sons during the war, as many as five 
brothers in several cases.  

 

 

The last few miles took us to Ypres itself, 
which was completely rebuilt from the piles 
of rubble which existed in 1918 and restored 
to its pre-war state. We parked in the 
magnificent town square, found our hotel 
rooms and then gathered for a walk with the 
crowds of other onlookers to witness The 
Last Post Ceremony. This is held at the 
Menin Gate, which is a huge monumental 
arch on which are inscribed the names of 

over 54,000 Commonwealth soldiers killed in the Ypres area who have no known grave. The ceremony has been 
held every evening at 8 pm since July 1928 (except during the German occupation of WW2) and takes place 
come rain or shine whether there are hundreds of onlookers or no one watching. It is a very moving ceremony 
and the highlight of our Ypres visit. The crowd was so dense that no one was able to take a clear photo of the 
proceedings, so I have taken the liberty of including a photo from a previous visit. (Two weeks after our return 
home we heard that the Menin gate memorial has now been closed for a two years restoration project, and the 
Last Post Ceremony relocated, so we were very lucky with our timing!) 

We then concluded a busy day with a convivial meal at a local restaurant where there was much discussion about 
the unfamiliar choices on the menu. Fortunately our party included a native Flemish speaker (thank you Astrid) 
so any queries were soon resolved.  



Monday morning saw us back in the minibus with luggage packed into the van ready for more sightseeing before 
we needed to head for Calais. 

We first visited Essex Farm Cemetery a Commonwealth War Graves Commission (CWGC) cemetery on the 
outskirts of Ypres containing 1,200 graves of which 103 are unidentified. As is the case with many of the 
cemeteries, this was the site of a medical dressing station and it is notable as it was here that John McCrae, a 
Canadian army doctor wrote his famous poem “In Flanders Field”.  
We spent some time walking round the peaceful grounds and reading the inscriptions on the headstones. Like all 
CWGC sites, the cemetery is kept in immaculate order and is beautifully laid out, just like an English country 
garden. 

 

In contrast, our next stop was at the Langemark German WW1 
cemetery, which contains over 44,000 burials, Most of the graves 
contain four or more and there is a mass grave of 25,000 burials. It 
is very stark, dotted with Oak trees but little colour, so unlike the 
CWGC sites, but very moving and thought provoking. 

The inscription reads “In this cemetery 44,061 German soldiers from 
the 1914/1918 war are resting”. 

 
 

Our final visit was to Tyne Cot cemetery, the largest CWGC cemetery in the world containing over 11,000 graves 
with a memorial wall commemorating nearly 35,000 names of soldiers who died at Ypres with no known grave.  
As we stood at the top of the cemetery slope, we could see across the whole landscape where so many had 
fought and died to the spires of Ypres in the distance. It was very poignant and moving. 
Unfortunately, we had found the morning so interesting and had spent so long at each location that we could only 
spend a brief time at Tyne Cot before it was time to head for Calais. 
 
After a quick shop in Calais we were through French border controls (no delays thank goodness despite luggage 
and passengers being in different vehicles) and away into the Channel Tunnel and home after a busy, varied and 
unforgettable weekend. 
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