
Rifleman Edward Leonard (1895 – 1916). 

1/8th Battalion,West Yorkshire Regiment (Prince of Wales’ Own). 

‘You would not know him now . . . 
But still he died 

Nobly, so cover him over 
With violets of pride 

Purple from Severn side. 
 

Cover him, cover him soon! 
And with thick-set 

Masses of memoried flowers – 
Hide that red wet 

Thing I must somehow forget.’ 
 

Ivor Gurney  (1919) 
 

 

The Thiepval Memorial, upon which is carved the name of Rifleman Edward Leonard. 

Edward Leonard was born in Morley in 1895. The Leonard family were of coal mining stock 

and in 1881 Edward’s grandmother and grandfather lived in Headingley and were both 

miners. Edward Leonard’s father, William, was fourteen years old in 1881 and worked as a 

pony driver in the mines. William Leonard married Emma Dowd in 1890 and they were to 

have ten children between them, only one of whom died in infancy. The Leonard family lived 

in Morley to begin with, living in Springfield Road in 1891 and by 1901 they had moved to 

New Park Street. 



Edward enrolled at Batley Grammar School in the autumn term of 1905, and by 1911 he had 

secured a job working as an office boy in a shoddy warehouse, shoddy being the local name 

for the type of wool manufactured in Batley for many years. The family had moved from 

Morley by 1911 and were living at North Bank Road in Batley. William had by this time 

progressed to being a ‘Deputy’ in the mine he was working in, therefore giving him a 

foreman type role and a little more money than the ordinary miner.  

Shortly after the outbreak of war Edward Leonard enlisted in the Leeds Rifles. He joined The 

1/8th Battalion, (Leeds Rifles) West Yorkshire Regiment (Prince of Wales's Own). This was 

a territorial battalion. It was based at Carlton Barracks, Leeds, in August 1914 when war 

broke out. When the Volunteer Forces became the Territorial Forces after the Haldane 

reforms in 1908, the Leeds Rifles expanded to form two battalions, each over 1,000 strong. 

These became the 7th and 8th (Leeds Rifles) Battalions, The Prince of Wales's Own (West 

Yorkshire Regiment) (TA). In July 1914 both battalions returned early from camp with orders 

to embody for war. So many former Leeds Riflemen and new recruits turned up at Carlton 

Barracks that two second line battalions were formed.  

On the 10th of August 1914 the Rifles moved to Selby, and at the end of the month to 

Strensall barracks, York. In March 1915 they moved to Gainsborough before proceeding to 

France, sailing from Folkestone on the 15th of April 1915, landing at Boulogne with the 

146th Brigade, 49th (West Riding) Division.  

Edward wrote several letters home at this time, some of which found their way into the local 

newspaper as they were released by the family for publication. In a letter to his sister 

published in the Dewsbury District News of June 26th 1915 he wrote: 

“We came out of the trenches last night after six days of it, and we were billeted in an 

old barn. You asked me to tell you how I spent my twenty first birthday. Well I cannot 

say that there was any incident worth special mention. We went up into the firing line 

on Friday night, and, of course, were awake all night. We did not get into ‘bed’ until 

about 9 o’clock on Saturday morning the 21st birthday of your humble servant. It was a 

quiet day – about the quietest I have spent in the trenches. I think the Germans must 

have known it was my birthday.” 

Edward goes on to write about the shelling he and his colleagues had to endure, and in 

particular relates his dislike of the trench mortar bomb: 

“But the trench mortars are the worst. You can see them coming in the daytime. They 

look like bottles, coming at about the speed a man throws a cricket ball. When they 

drop they are about 10 seconds before they burst, but when they do they shake 

everything for a good distance away. Personally I think they are the most terrible things 

they send.” 

In a further comment on the strikes that he had heard were happening back home in England 

Edward was somewhat disdainful of the strikers. He wrote “All who are in favour of 



striking at present ought to be sent out here, where they have to think themselves lucky 

to get eight hours sleep out of twenty four, never mind eight hours work”. 

In July 1915 Rifleman Leonard was wounded in the arm, and this event was chronicled in the 

pages of the ‘Batley Reporter and Guardian’. In a series of letters published there, Rifleman 

Carbutt of Birstall wrote on July 28th 1916 that: 

“I am pretty well at the moment but I can tell you that we have been having it pretty 

rough out here. Your Edward has been wounded. It happened while he was on duty 

yesterday afternoon when a stray bullet caught his arm. But do not be at all alarmed, as 

it is only very slight and I think he will not be long before he is home.” 

Another colleague, John Grunt, also wrote to the parents saying that Edward had been 

wounded. He told them not to worry as ‘Ted’ was not in danger and that one of his fellow 

soldiers had even offered him ten pounds to take his place, with the possibility of some time 

at home in England being the attraction. Rifleman Grunt also wrote that the Leonard’s should 

not worry as ‘I don’t think the war will last long, so keep your heart up’. Both 

correspondents, Carbutt and Grunt, seem to have survived the war as they are not listed in 

Commonwealth War Grave records. 

Edward Leonard himself completed the set of letters on his own wound by writing to a friend 

living in Carlinghow, near to the church that he had attended. He wrote: 

“It was rather sudden. I had already written home saying I was going on alright when 

the officer told me I was wanted in the reserve trenches as witness in a court enquiry. 

So, I was sent down from the firing line and was sat outside the officers dug out when I 

was hit straight through the muscle of my right arm. I was extremely lucky not to get 

two wounds. 

The bullet went into my top pocket after going through my arm, but some things in my 

pocket deflected its flight and sent it down my coat sleeve, it passing through my 

handkerchief on its way out. Otherwise it would have penetrated my chest. The wound 

is very painful, but going on all right. I am now in a large hospital at base only about 

twenty minutes walk from the sea. They are looking very well after us here”. 

After recovering from this wound Edward Leonard returned to the trenches. By June 1916 the 

battalion was posted to reserve near Aveluy Wood on the Somme. The total strength of the 

regiment was noted in the war diary in June 1916 as being forty four officers and one 

thousand and seven men. From this number they were able to furnish working parties of three 

hundred and fifty men by night and day during the first two weeks of June 1916. 

On 1st July 1916, the first day of the Battle of the Somme, 49 Division was in X Corps' 

reserve. During the morning, 146 Brigade was ordered to move to Thiepval Wood to support 

the 32nd and 36th Divisions who had attacked at Zero. This move entailed crossing a swamp 

by two duckboarded causeways. The 1/7th and 1/8th Leeds Rifles took the North causeway.  



They came under German machine-gun fire and had to cross in small parties, but by 11.35 am 

the brigade was in the assembly trenches in Thiepval Wood. The brigade was put at the 

disposal of 36th (Ulster) Division, which had gained some success at the Schwaben Redoubt, 

and was ordered to make a frontal assault on Thiepval village at 4.00 pm. However, due to 

congestion in the trenches, only the 1/6th Battalion and one company of 1/8th Leeds Rifles 

were in position to attack 

Their lines were swept by machine-gun fire from Thiepval Fort, and the survivors were 

withdrawn into reserve and the rest of the attack cancelled. But the 36th Division had been 

promised support, so two companies of 1/7th Leeds Rifles advanced. It was not until 9.00 pm 

that the rest of the Leeds Rifles went forward and began to reach Schwaben Redoubt, but it 

was too late and the Ulstermen were forced to abandon the position at about 10.30 pm. 

The war diary for the 8th Leeds Rifles for July 1st 1916 reads: 

“Moved into Thiepval Wood in immediate support to the 36th Division. Heavy fighting 

ensued ortho (sic) the battalion was not called upon to go over the parapet, had heavy 

casualties. Fighting continued during the 2nd, but in the evening we moved to Aveluy 

Wood.” 

There is no way to know how Rifleman Leonard met his end, but it was during the heavy 

fighting of July 2nd 1916  that he was killed. His body was never found. The war diary notes 

the numbers of casualties suffered by the battalion in the month of July 1916 as two officers 

killed, twelve wounded, one gassed and one missing. Other ranks casualties were fifty six 

killed two hundred and ninety seven wounded, thirteen missing and three gassed. The 

strength of the battalion was recorded at the end of July 1916 as being thirty one officers and 

seven hundred and five other ranks. Although the battalion had lost over three hundred men 

in one month, it did not suffer as many casualties as its many Yorkshire regimental 

colleagues during that period on the Somme, with many regiments losing more than this in 

casualties in one fateful day. 

On July 21st 1916 the Leonard family received a telegram telling them that Edward had not 

been seen since fighting on July 2nd 1916. Tragically on that very same day, Edward’s sister 

Annie died from picric acid poisoning, which she had contracted whilst working in the 

Barnbow Munitions factory in Leeds. After a month long fight she finally died on the very 

same day the family received the telegram about Edward. 

The family once again took to the newspapers to give details about their son and daughter. In 

a letter to the Batley News on July 29th 1916 they wrote: 

“Mr and Mrs Leonard and family desire to take this opportunity to offer their deepest 

thanks and express our most heartfelt gratitude to neighbours, friends and relations for 

their kindness and consideration and most of all for the help and sympathy extended to 

us in this our hour of double trouble. We also send our thanks and sincere gratitude to 

the compatriots of our late daughter Annie, working in the Barnbow Munitions Factory 



for the way in which they have shown their love for one who was only amongst them for 

a brief time”. 

In late September 1916 the War officer wrote to the Leonard family once more, This time the 

telegram told them that Edward was now officially reported as ‘Killed in Action’. The medal 

record card for Edward Leonard simply states, ‘K in A’. Edward’s body was never found and 

he is therefore one of the names recorded on the Thiepval Memorial. His name is also to be 

found on the War Memorial in Batley Town Centre and on the memorial placed in the church 

of St. John, in Carlinghow, Batley, where he went to church. The name of Annie Leonard, his 

sister, who ironically never went to war, but died in war service manufacturing munitions in 

Leeds, is also on the church memorial. 

 

 


