
Private George Herbert Wood (1875-1916). 

10th Battalion Canadian Light Infantry (Manitoba) Regiment. 

Postscript 

Harry Thornton Wood and Edna Thornton. 

George Herbert Wood was a Canadian soldier in the First World War, but he was certainly 

not Canadian. He was a Yorkshireman who attended Batley Grammar School, and was born 

in Birstall Yorkshire. He lived in Birstall with his wife Emma Arradine nee Bricheno and his 

son, Harry Thornton Wood, until June 1910 when George took the Passenger Ship 

‘Dominion’ from Liverpool to Quebec.  Sadly, George Herbert Wood was killed at the battle 

of St Eloi in 1916. 

He had joined the 10th Battalion of the Canadian Infantry in December 1914, therefore being 

a very early recruit to return to Europe and fight on behalf of his home country. By this time 

George was living with his wife and young son Harry in Alberta, Canada. By the time he 

joined the Alberta Regiment in 1914, George put his address on his attestation forms as 

Netherhill, Saskatchewan 

George Herbert Wood died in 1916 and was buried at Railway Dugouts Cemetery, Belgium. 

George’s son, Harry Thornton Wood was sixteen years old at the time of his father’s death. 

This was too young to serve the colours and go to Europe. However, by examining Harry’s 

attestation papers one can only conclude that Harry T. Wood lied about his age in order to get 

into the fighting in Europe and follow in his father’s footsteps. Perhaps there was an element 

of revenge in his enlisting in the Canadian army at the young age of sixteen. 

Harry Thornton Wood’s baptism record clearly shows that he was born on January 1st 1900 

and was baptised in March of 1900 at Birstall St Peter Church. However, by the time Harry 

Wood enlisted in the Canadian army in 1916, he had gained two years on his age and is said 

on his attestation forms to have been born in 1898.  

Harry’s occupation was shown as a teamster, which probably meant he drove wagons for a 

living. Harry was noted as 5’8” tall, not quite as tall as his father, but still growing at 16 and 

he had blue eyes.  

Harry Wood signed up to join the Canadian Infantry on November 9th 1916. No records can 

be found of what Harry  did whilst serving as a soldier in the war. This is largely because he 

survived the war and so no roll of honour bears his name. We next see his name in Minnesota 

in the American census of 1920. Strangely, his grandparents had moved there from Blackpool 

in 1914. It may well be that he stayed in America and established a branch of the Wood 

family there. 

 



The phenomena of the underage recruit to the First World War armies has been well 

researched, especially in the Canadian army. As many as 20,000 underage soldiers served 

overseas in the First World War, but their service has often been overlooked because it has 

been difficult to distinguish them from their older comrades. Adolescents often lied about 

their age in order to enlist, impelled by a sense of adventure, peer pressure, and fierce 

patriotism. It would have been a compelling thing for Harry Thornton Wood to do, so as to 

go to war and fight the enemy who had killed his father.  

The Canadian war historian Tim Cooke wrote of the underage soldier story in an article in 

‘Social History’ in May 2008. He pointed out that: 

“New battalions raised from mid-1915 onward consisted of a shocking number of 

underage soldiers. An analysis of several dozen battalions in November 1916 revealed 

significant problems with the quality of the recruits: 45 per cent of the infantrymen in 

the 32nd Battalion and 44 percent in the 92nd were classified as unfit, overage, or 

underage; the 69th Battalion, the worst, reached 53 per cent. Among these ‘unfits’ were 

hundreds of underage Canadians, who made up the highest grouping of unfits at 38 per 

cent, followed by overage men at 24 per cent, with the remainder falling under an 

assortment of maladies, deformities, and medical problems”. 

Cook estimates that there were many thousands of underage soldiers like Harry Wood in the 

Canadian army during the First World War. At least fourteen war grave commission graves 

record the death of a soldier from Canada who was only fifteen years of age when they were 

killed.  

Harry Wood’s attestation papers still exist and from those we see that his next of kin in 1916 

was shown as one Edna Thornton, whose address is scribbled out and changed from Birstall 

to 60 Ashworth Mansions, Maida Vale London. Such a move from what would have been 

rural Birstall in Edwardian England was somewhat unusual, especially to such a fashionable 

and expensive part of London as Maida Vale was and indeed still is! So who was Edna 

Thornton? 

The 1891 census showed that Mary Edna Thornton was living in Oakenshaw with her 8 

brothers and sisters. Their father, John, was obviously doing well in his business as a rag 

dealer, related no doubt to the shoddy trade of Batley and they had one servant living with 

them. In 1891 Edna Thornton was a sixteen year old girl, living in Oakenshaw, near Birstall. 

By the early 1900’s Edna Thornton had moved to London. She was already singing at the 

Proms Concerts at the time Henry Wood was a conductor, in 1901 and on 16th July 1903, she 

made her first record, Elgar’s Land of Hope and Glory but it was not a success. Two more 

versions followed, both making a release list. Edna took part in a massive rendering of The 

Dream of Gerontius on 12 November 1904 with William Green, Frederic Austin and the 700 

person strong Alexandra Palace Choir under Allen Gill. With 6000 seated and a further 2000 

standing, it was the largest audience to that date to experience Elgar's oratorio. 



Frank Drake and ‘Mary’ Edna Thornton married in 1905 at St Peter’s Church, Bradford. At 

some stage Frank moved from Birstall to London where Edna was pursuing a glittering career 

as a famous singer of the period. By 1906 Edna Thornton  was appearing at Covent Garden as 

a Contralto singer. She was clearly one of the leading singers in London of her day.  

In the 1911 census Edna Thornton was not listed on the census as being at the address in 

London. However, her husband and mother in law are both shown as residing at 60 Ashworth 

Mansions Maida Vale. Edna’s husband was Frank Drake, who was born in Oakenshaw, near 

Birstall, as was Edna. The Wood family were born nearby. One of Ms Thornton’s family 

married into the Wood family and therefore Edna Thornton became Harry Thornton Wood’s 

aunt. 

In 1911 Edna Thornton spent the night of the census at the Midland Hotel, Manchester, 

where Mary Edna Drake (her married name as opposed to her stage name of Edna Thornton) 

was a visitor, along with conductors and other vocalists from her company, the Thomas 

Beecham Opera Company. 

Miss Thornton had graduated to sing with the Sir Thomas Beecham Opera Company which 

eventually evolved into the British National Opera. Sir Thomas Beecham (1879-1961), the 

wealthy heir to the Beecham Pill manufacturer, established his opera company in 1915 with a 

short season at the Shaftesbury Theatre in London. His company initially presented various 

English works such as Stanford's ‘The Critic’ and Ethel Smyth's ‘The Boatswain's Mate’. It 

rapidly grew into a grand opera organization. However, Beecham's conflicting arrangements 

with his conducting duties at Covent Garden forced the company into liquidation by 1920.  

A biographical pen picture of Edna Thornton was written at the time of her successes on the 

stage at Covent Garden: 

 “THORNTON, Mme. Edna, contralto ; b. Bradford, Yorkshire ; studied at the 

Manchester R.C.M. under Madame Lemmens-Sherrington, and afterwards  

privately with Sir Charles Santley ; since 1906 Miss Thornton has appeared at Covent 

Garden, as well as at leading festivals and concerts ; her first operatic work was at 

Daly's Theatre in "Little Christina "Her operatic roles have included La Cieca in " 

Gioconda," Erda, Waltraute, and Fricka in "The Ring," and Ortrud in       

"Lohengrin,"Amneris in " Aida," Borangeain in " Tristan and Isolde," etc. Address :60 

Ashworth Mansions, Maida Vale, W.” 

 



 

Miss Edna Thornton. 

The existence of one soldier’s attestation papers in a Canadian Archive links the family of 

Batley Grammar School old boy, George Herbert Wood, and his son Harry, to one of the 

most famous contralto singers of the early 20th century.  

Although much is known about Edna Thornton’s performances, little is known about her life, 

from her beginnings as a lass from Birstall Yorkshire. However, through the well 

documented archives of the ‘Canadian First World War Project’, online, the connection 

between the two families has now been preserved, and the achievements of a young girl from 

Birstall have been rediscovered. 

 


