
Second Lieutenant Clifford Walker Ellis (1896 – 1916). 

9th Battalion Kings Own Yorkshire Light Infantry. 

‘Total casualties are estimated today at over 40,000 to date.  This cannot be considered severe in view of the 
numbers engaged, and the length of the front attacked.  By nightfall, the situation is much more favourable 
than when we started today’. 
 

‘The Private Papers of Douglas Haig  1911-1919’: edited by Robert Blake.  London 1952. 
 

 

The Headstone of Lieutenant Clifford Walker Ellis at Gordon Dump Cemetery, France. 

The Roll of Honour published in the school magazine of 1917 simply states that ‘C. W. Ellis’ 

had been killed and that he was a Lieutenant, with no regiment mentioned. Clifford Ellis was 

one of the youngest to die in the war to be featured on the memorial roll. 

Clifford Walker Ellis was born on October 6th 1896 in Dewsbury. He was born into a well to 

do middle class family. His father George was a wealthy woollen manufacturer who lived 

with his wife Elizabeth in Mirfield. The family fortunes can be traced back to Clifford Ellis’s 



grandfather, another George, who at the time of the 1881 census, was a woollen manufacturer 

employing 170 workers in his mill. 

In 1871 the London Gazette noted the dissolution of a partnership between George Ellis and 

several others, which led to the Mill being run by less partners than before. The new company 

was to be called the ‘Savile Mill Company’, and was active until 1910, when, upon the death 

of George (senior), the new partnership was dissolved and the mill was henceforth run by the 

Porritt family. 

By the time of the 1901 census George Ellis, Clifford’s father, was living with his wife and 

five children at West Park Road, Dewsbury, a row of substantial Victorian villas still to be 

seen today. He had two live in servants at this time. Clifford was shown on this census as 

being four years old. He entered Batley Grammar School in the summer term of 1906. 

However, his Batley life must have been short, as he is next to be found on the 1911 census 

as being a scholar of Marlborough Public School in far away, (for that time anyway), 

Wiltshire. It would seem that several boys used their time at Batley as a stepping stone to 

other more prestigious ‘public’ schools. 

Clifford’s family had moved to Easthorpe Villa in Mirfield by the time that Clifford was sent 

off to boarding school. The building still exists today as Easthorpe Hall, a Health and Beauty 

spa. The census for 1911 shows that Elizabeth Ellis had seven children by this time, all but 

one of them surviving. The family were still able to afford to keep two live in servants by 

1911. 

Clifford Ellis was ‘Gazetted’ into the 9th Battalion of the King’s Own Yorkshire Light 

Infantry, on December 9th 1915, just two months after his nineteenth birthday, and certainly 

only months after he had been a fresh faced schoolboy at Marlborough College. 

Ellis had applied for a commission in the ‘Special Reserve of Officers’ in a form dated 

February 27th 1915. Ironically, as the age of majority was then twenty one years he had to ask 

his father George Ellis to sign the form to say that he gave his permission for his son to apply 

for the commission. 

Clifford’s application form is interesting in that it does not actually mention Batley Grammar 

School as a school he attended, stating instead that he had been a pupil at Orleton School, 

Scarborough and Marlborough College. At the time of this application he was just starting a 

career as a civil engineer. 

On March 11th 1915 the War office wrote to C. W. Ellis to inform him that he had been 

accepted for a commission in the 3rd Battalion of the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, 

based at Hull. His form was endorsed by the Commanding Officer of the battalion, 

Lieutenant Colonel Morn: 

“I would like to have this officer appointed. He is a relative of one of my majors” 



The latter comment showed that it wasn’t what you know, but who you know in gaining 

admission to a good regiment. At some later stage Clifford Ellis was transferred to the 9th 

Battalion of the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry. 

The 9th Battalion, King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry was raised at Pontefract in 

September 1914 as part of Kitchener's Third New Army and joined 64th Brigade, 21st 

Division. After initial training close to home they moved to Berkhamsted and then to Halton 

Park in October. They spent the winter in billets in Maidenhead from November 1914 and 

returned to Halton Park in April 1915. The 9th moved to Witley for final training in August 

1915 and embarked for France in September 1915. They marched across France and went 

straight into action in reserve of the British assault at Loos on the 26th of September 1915, 

suffering heavy casualties.  

Clifford Ellis did not get to join his battalion until March 1916. Ellis was attached to the 5th 

Entrenching Battalion prior to transferring to his own regiment. The War Diary for March 

31st 1916 announced his arrival with the regiment in La Nouville. Entrenching Battalions 

used reinforcements who were waiting to join their units on repair work and trench digging in 

the forward area. 

The War Diary of the 9th Battalion KOYLI survives at the National Archive in Kew, and 

Clifford Walker Ellis is mentioned in its pages again on June 3rd of 1916 when he returned to 

the battalion from leave at 6pm. By 11pm he was in the thick of a heavy German 

bombardment on the British lines. The diary notes that the bombardment lasted until 8 am the 

following day and was accompanied by a German trench raid, which was repulsed by the 1st 

East Yorkshires who were next to the KOYLI’s in the front line. 

During the month of June 1916 the regiment prepared for the coming attack on German lines 

which was scheduled for June 28th. However, a hand written memo marked ’Secret’ 

contained within the battalion war diary shows that the attack on June 28th was cancelled. In 

bullet point numbered orders the regiment was told to hold its present position in the line, 

whilst the actual attack was to be postponed for a period of forty eight hours. Prior to moving 

to the trenches all officers were summoned to a final drink in the officer’s mess by the 

commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Lynch. A young Lieutenant Haswell proposed the 

toast, including the words, ‘After the Bombardment’, which was to be the toast for the 9th 

Battalion for many years to come. Both Haswell and Lynch were killed on July 1st 1916. 

Clifford Walker Ellis was no doubt one of the officers taking the toast in the mess, as he is 

featured in the war diary as one of the officers being taken into battle by the commanding 

officer on July 1st 1916. 

The attack was of course the big push which would forever come to be known as the ‘First 

Day of the Somme’. The Battle of the Somme was the British Army's major offensive on the 

Western Front in 1916. It was entrusted to General Rawlinson's Fourth Army which included 

thousands of confident citizen volunteers, keen to take part in what was expected to be a great 

victory. The main line of assault ran for 25,000 yards, nearly 14 miles, from Maricourt in the 

south, northwards to Serre, with a diversionary attack at Gommecourt two miles further 



north. The intention was, in co-operation with the French, to establish as a first objective a 

new advanced line on the Montauban to Pozières ridge.  

After an intense week-long artillery bombardment of the German positions, the storm of 

British shells increased just prior to zero-hour and, with staggering effect, merged with huge 

mine explosions to herald the attack. At 7.30am, on July 1st 1916, on a clear midsummer's 

morning, the British infantry emerged from their trenches and advanced in extended lines at a 

slow steady pace across the grassy expanse of No Man's Land. There they met a hail of 

machine-gun and rifle fire from the surviving German defenders. Accurate German barrages, 

immediately added to the pandemonium, as shells engulfed the attackers and wrecked the 

crowded British assembly trenches. The advancing infantry, (and many waiting to attack), 

suffered enormous casualties.  

The 9th Battalion KOYLI had moved into position in the trenches on June 30th 1916 along 

with the 10th Battalion KOYLI, leaving their billets at Buire at 9-35 pm. One of the officers 

serving alongside Ellis in 1916 was the later to be acclaimed  military strategist and historian 

Basil Liddell Hart. He was also a young Lieutenant in the 9th KOYLI. Fortunately for Liddell 

Hart he was to be part of the reserve contingent that was always left behind in an attack so 

that if the worst came to the worst there would always be a rump of officers and men with 

which to rebuild the regiment. 

An appendix to the 9th KOYLI War diary shows that in total twenty five officers were 

detailed to go over the top with their men on what they were told to call ‘Z’ Day. Lieutenant 

Ellis was in B Company on that day. Of these twenty five officers only five were left 

uninjured by the end of the first hour of the battle. The plan of attack showed the units who 

were to advance with the 9th Battalion. They were the 10th KOYLI’s and the Durham Light 

Infantry as well as the East Yorkshire Regiment. The operational order contained in the war 

diary gives details of the waves in which the 9th were to attack and also of the barrage that 

was to be laid down. Orders were that the first wave were to leave five minutes before zero 

hour and to walk 75 yards behind the barrage. 

Plans for the ‘Method of Advance’ in memos contained in the war diary ominously give the 

following orders. 

“The advance will be made in quick time and no faster. If it is necessary to charge a 

body of the enemy who are in line of the advance, or an occupied trench, the advance 

will continue in quick time until twenty yards or so of the object of the charge. 

Otherwise the men will be blown and will arrive useless” 

Soldiers were therefore expected to keep their dressing and to walk into the guns of the 

enemy across no man’s land. A further command on this was included in a list of notes on the 

discipline to be observed in the attack: 

“The greatest attention must be paid to DRESSING and keeping in line with units on 

either flank... The rate of advance will be regulated by the barrage and the leading wave 

must keep up as close to it as possible” 



Senior officers were keen that the attack would not be slowed down by soldiers individually 

looking for souvenirs once they got to the enemy trenches. Point 20 on discipline also stated 

that: 

“The attack is not going to be a curio hunt. Any tendency to waste time in looking for, 

or picking up curios is to be checked at once” 

The war diary for the 9th Battalion KOYLI is very fully completed for July 1st 1916. For the 

location the simple word ‘trenches’ is used. The Adjutant for the battalion, on completing his 

account of the day in the diary shows that ‘A’ and ‘C’ Companies, suffered heavily in the 

first wave of the attack when the Germans were able to bring out their machine guns on to 

their parapet. Ellis’s ‘B’ Company meanwhile were subjected to a heavy artillery barrage 

from the German lines. 

“During 8 minutes intense bombardment No 1 Platoon A company and No 9 Platoon C 

Company under 2nd Lieutenant N L Alexander and 2nd Lieutenant J R Oldershaw 

respectively left the Russian Saps at 7 25 am, five minutes before zero hour , 7-30am. 

They were to crawl forward as far as possible under our barrage and then advance in 

quick time when the barrage lifted at 7-30 am. When the leading platoons had crawled 

forward about 25 yards into no man’s land they were greeted by a hail of machine gun 

and rifle fire. The enemy, in spite of our barrage brought his machine guns out of his 

dug outs and placing them on top of his parapet, opened rapid fire. 

A and C Companies suffered chiefly under this, whilst B and D companies endured 

chiefly a heavy artillery barrage. When the leading troops were close enough the enemy 

also employed cylindrical stick bombs against them. The battalion suffered heavily in no 

man’s land and the waves in rear were soon up with the leading platoons. In spite of 

heavy losses the battalion carried the front line with little delay. When it had passed the 

front trench the 15th DLI came up to reinforce it magnificently” 

The war diary goes on to tell the story of how the attack developed for the 9th KOYLI. The 

first part of the attack was seemingly the worst for casualties for the battalion. The point is 

made that out of 24 officers who left the trenches in the attack, only five officers made it as 

far as the German front line trench. Sadly Clifford Walker Ellis was not one of those officers 

and was killed within the first part of the attack some time shortly after 7-30 am on July 1st 

1916. 

“From here to the sunken road the attack became a running fight, a series of small 

fights, much work was done with bomb and bayonet and some prisoners were taken. It 

was during this first phase, more especially in no man land that the battalion suffered 

most. Out of 24 officers who left our trenches only five succeeded in passing the German  

front line trench. Brigadier General Headlam was present himself but was eventually 

forced to return to Brigade Headquarters in our own lines in order to get telephone 

communication. He left Lt. Colonel Fitzgerald of the 15th DLI, the only surviving 

Commanding Officer, in charge” 



The war diary page showing the list of casualties for July 1st 1916 makes stark reading. The 

names of 13 officers are cited as killed, and two others as subsequently died of wounds. Nine 

other officers were wounded. Casualties in other ranks numbered 475, of which 415 were 

killed. 

A total of eight officers had been left behind in reserve. Basil Liddell Hart was lucky enough 

to be one of those officers from ‘D’ Company. A further, very lucky, officer, Lieutenant W. 

R. Stokes was actually taken out of the trenches on the night of June 30th to  return to 

England to teach on a training course for soldiers being sent to France. 

The medal record for Lieutenant Clifford Walker Ellis states that he was ‘Killed in Action’ 

on 1-2 -7-16. However, upon reading the war diary it is fairly certain that Ellis would have 

been at least wounded or killed within the first hour of the attack on the German trenches, 

immediately after 7-30 am on July 1st 1916. The Times for July 21st 1916 included a note of 

the death of C W Ellis, alongside hundreds of other officers from the Battle of the Somme. 

The telegram telling the Ellis family of Clifford’s death was sent by the War Office on July 

11th 1916. This elicited a reply from George Ellis asking that the War office provide further 

details and asked if the body could be had by the family. The War Office file for Clifford 

Ellis has two dates for his death, July 1st and July 2nd, but as his body was not found and no 

one knew what had happened to him it must have been difficult for the regiment to give a 

proper date of death. It is likely that he actually died on July 1st 1916. 

Clifford’s effects were returned to the family in the normal way via the company Cox and 

Co. of Charing Cross Road, London. They were somewhat paltry, in being only a watch, a 

cup, a bunch of keys, 8 buttons and an ammunition pouch. 

Clifford’s father, George, wrote to the War Office on August 7th 1916 to ask what had 

happened to the rest of his effects. The letter shows a need to connect with what the officer 

had left behind as well as a thirst for more knowledge as to what had befallen his son. It was 

doubtless one of thousands of such letters that clerks in the War Office were deputed to reply 

to with the ‘standard letter’ George wrote: 

“As advised in yours of the 2nd instant the packages from Cox and Co arrived quite 

safely and intact, but we were very disappointed at its contents as there was nothing 

that he would have on his person when killed, and no other belongings that he would 

have left at his billet. We should be very grateful if we could get hold of any of these 

articles. We should also like to know where he is buried”. 

The letter was met with a long typed reply which explained the difficulty of repatriating the 

effects of dead soldiers, which was understandable in the circumstances, bearing in mind the 

number of casualties that the army had sustained in that one short day. The correspondence 

between George Ellis and the War office shows that the families left behind were left with a 

good deal of grieving, but also a good deal of sorting out of their son’s personal effects also. 

In Clifford’s case the firm of Chadwick and Nicholson, Dewsbury solicitors were asked to act 



for the family and to retrieve the £72-6s-8d. Sadly for George Ellis it was one of three sons 

that he had to correspond with the War Office about, as all were killed in the war. 

In an eerie echo of the poetry of Siegfried Sassoon the 9th KOYLI War diary records that at 

9-35 pm on June 27th, the battalion had marched to Buire and on the way had passed the 

General Officer Commanding and he had given them a salute. 

Good morning, Good morning, the General said, 

When we met him last week on our way to the line 

Now the soldiers he smiled at are most of them dead 

And we’re cursing his staff for incompetent swine. 

From ‘The General’ by Siegfried Sassoon. 

Clifford Ellis is buried at Gordon Dump Cemetery Orvilliers La Boisselles, France The name 

of C W Ellis can be found on Mirfield War Memorial, alongside that of his brother J N Ellis 

who joined the same regiment and was killed in action in 1917. 

Plot I of Gordon Dump Cemetery was made by fighting units after 10 July 1916 and closed in 

September 1916 when it contained the graves of 95 soldiers, mainly Australian. The second 

highest number of burials for a regiment come from the Kings Own Yorkshire Light Infantry. 

It was called variously Gordon (or Gordon's) Dump Cemetery or Sausage Valley Cemetery, 

from the name given to the broad, shallow valley that runs down from it to Becourt. The 

remainder of the cemetery was formed after the Armistice when graves were brought in from 

the 1916 battlefields immediately surrounding the cemetery.  

There are now 1,676 Commonwealth servicemen of the First World War buried or 

commemorated in this cemetery. 1,053 of the burials are unidentified but there are special 

memorials to 34 casualties known or believed to be buried among them. The cemetery was 

designed by Sir Herbert Baker. 

Clifford Walker Ellis’s headstone has a simple cross, along with the badge of the Kings Own 

Yorkshire Light Infantry at its head. The date 1st July 1916, and ‘Aged 19’ complete the 

headstone’s story for those who visit . 



 

Gordon Dump Cemetery, The Somme, France. 


