
Second Lieutenant Alfred Edison Hirst (1882 -1916). 

1/4th Battalion Duke of Wellington’s West Riding Regiment. 

‘We’re none of us the same’ the boys reply 

‘For George lost both his legs and Bill’s stone blind’ 

Poor Jim’s shot through the lungs and like to die: 

And Bert’s gone syphilitic : you’ll not find 

A chap that’s served who hasn’t found some change’ 

And the Bishop said, ‘The ways of God are strange’. 

‘They’ : Siegfried Sassoon. 

 

The name A.E. Hirst is engraved on the Thiepval Memorial. 

Alfred Edison Hirst (‘Eddie’) was born on September 21st 1892. He was the son of Eli and 

Agnes Hirst. When Alfred was born the family lived at 34 George Street in Cleckheaton. 

Eli’s occupation at the time was shown on the baptism register as ‘reporter’. 

In the 1881 census Eli was shown as being a printer at 17 years old. He had come from a 

family of stone masons working in Cleckheaton. John Hirst, his father, employed several men 

in his business. In 1881 Eli lived with his uncle, one John Firth, who was an auctioneer and 

valuer, but also a newspaper proprietor, and presumably this was where Eli himself was to 

become involved with journalism. 



By 1911 the Hirst family had moved to Vine Cottage No. 12 Vine Street, Cleckheaton. At the 

time of the 1911 census Eli, Eddie’s father, and his mother were actually away visiting 

Agnes’s sister in Rotherham. John Henry Hirst, who was Eddie’s older brother, and later to 

inherit the ownership of the Spenborough Guardian, was shown as head of the family 

therefore when the census was taken. 

Alfred Edison Hirst was known by his shortened second name of ‘Eddie’ and in 1911 was 

shown as being ‘at school’. He was 18 years old. It is likely that he attended Bradford 

Grammar school, prior to finishing his schooling at Batley. His name is on the school war 

memorial as E. Hirst rather than A.E. Hirst. 

 

Second Lieutenant Alfred Edison (Eddie) Hirst. 

Eddie Hirst joined the local territorials, along with his brother, just before the outbreak of 

war. Cleckheaton had its own Company and Drill Hall based in Whitcliffe Road. He was 

examined as to his fitness on September 13th  1914, in Halifax, where he was noted as being 

5’8” tall and weighing 122 lbs. He stated that his profession was ‘Foreman in a Wire Shop’. 

He was finally enlisted on October 3rd 1914 at the age of 22 years and 2 months. 

Hirst’s battalion, the 4th Battalion (Territorial), Duke of Wellington’s Regiment, recruited 

mainly from Halifax, Elland, Brighouse and Cleckheaton. The Cleckheaton company was 

under strength, but a few months after the outbreak of war in 1914 it reached its full 

complement of 125 officers and men. The officers came mainly from the prominent families 

of the area such as the Andertons, Fentons, Hirsts, Walkers and Tetlows and each of these 

families was to lose a son in the war. The other ranks came from all walks of life and ranged 

from 16-year-old under age volunteers to men in their thirties 

Eddie Hirst went out to France with the battalion in April 1915. Prior to going to fight in 

France Eddie had joined the business of A E Smith & Co at Pyenot Hall Wireworks, 



Cleckheaton, in a 'responsible position'. He was well-known and respected in the area and 

was prominent in local Scouting circles, being Master of the Moorbottom Troop in 

Cleckheaton. By March 1916 he had applied for a commission, which was granted on March 

26th 1916. 

The 4th Battalion Duke of Wellington’s Regiment had a particularly difficult war and was 

involved in all the major battles. They went straight into battle at Fleurbaix and then spent the 

next six months in the front line above Ypres – this was the longest period spent by any 

battalion in the front line in the Ypres salient during the entire war. 

This was followed by the battle of the Somme in the summer of 1916, then Arras and back up 

to Passchendaele and Ypres. Their war ended on the Cambrai battlefield on November 11, 

1918. 

The 1/4th Battalion of the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment were held in reserve on the first 

day of the Somme, at Aveluy Wood and so missed the carnage of that day. They relieved the 

9th West Yorkshires on the 2nd of July 1916 but received heavy casualties from shelling for 

the next two days until they went to the front line trenches to relieve the 5th ‘Dukes’. For 

almost the next few weeks the battalion was to occupy positions in the front line near 

Thiepval Wood. On August 19th the Loyal North Lancs Regiment relieved the 4th Battalion 

and they went into reserve to await an attack that they knew they would take part in a few 

weeks later.  

Both Eddie and his brother shared all the hardships of the Ypres Salient before moving to the 

Somme in 1916. The eventual attack at 4.00 am on Sunday 3 September on the Schwaben 

Redoubt became part of local Cleckheaton folklore as so many locals in the 1st/4th Battalion 

lost their lives. The Redoubt was a German fortress on a small hill, surrounded by 

strategically placed machine guns. Underneath was a series of tunnels containing sleeping 

accommodation, bakeries, a hospital and messes. Hirst described his life in the dug outs of 

the trenches in a letter to the school magazine. 

“I certainly regard it as shell-proof.  When I sit on the floor, my head rubs the top, and 

so not having room for my cap, I tie a large handkerchief round my head and neck to 

keep out the sand and dirt  which my hair rubs loose.  I have just room for my head, 

without pillow, when I sleep. . . Our bacon this morning we cooked over a candle, and 

my brother who caught two roach in the canal has even managed to cook them for 

dinner.  And so we keep on sticking to it, and the old tin whistle also keeps on piping 

away, whenever the Germans will let it”. 

Eddie Hirst was killed whilst leading his platoon and a witness stated that he saw him 

mortally wounded in a shell hole. His body was never retrieved for burial, and he is 

commemorated on the Thiepval Memorial to the Missing of the Somme, along with over 

seventy- three thousand others. 

The family received many letters of sympathy from fellow officers who survived, including 

Major Walker and Captains Fenton and Mowat who all lost brothers in the conflict. Being the 



proprietor of the local newspaper, the Spenborough Guardian, his father had been able to 

publish several letters about life at the front. 

In the ‘History of the 1/4th Battalion of the Duke of Wellington’s West Riding Regiment’, the  

Adjutant Captain P G Bales wrote after the war of the date of September 3rd 1916.  

“The attack made on September 3rd 1916 is one of the most important events in the 

Battalion’s history. Never before had it been selected for an operation of that kind. It is 

therefore very unfortunate that the difficulties of writing a strictly accurate account are 

so great. Yet, of all the operations in which Battalion took part during the war none is 

so obscure in many of its details, and around none has so much controversy raged.  

At the time the higher command certainly did not know what had taken place. Nearly 

all of the officers and senior NCO’s who took part in the assault were killed. Survivor’s 

accounts differ considerably in matters of detail. In short, it is difficult to write an 

account which is absolutely exact in such details as the precise times at which certain 

events took place “  

According to Captain Bales’ account 2nd Lieutenant Alfred Edison Hirst was in ‘A’ Company 

of the 4th Battalion of the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment on the day of the attack. ‘A’ 

Company consisted of 3 officers and 327 men on September 3rd 1916 

The War Diary of the 4th Battalion of the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment shows that the 

battalion were in the line at Forceville on September 1st 1916. It notes for the 2nd of 

September: 

“Battalion moves by route march to Martinsaart Wood, arriving at about 5-30 am, 

moves from there via Northumberland Avenue to the Authville North Bluff, to the 

assembly trenches, arriving at 2 am. 

The brigade attack was made by battalions, the 4th on the right. 

Objectives. 

German Front Line ‘B’ Company 

Communications Trench ‘D’ Company. 

Support Line ‘A’ Company with Captain Everett and Lieutenant A. E. Hirst. To pass 

over the German front line and under cover of the lifted barrage get as near as possible 

to the German support line. 

5-0am. The bombardment began and the troops left the trenches. 

5-15am A wounded man reported that ‘B’ Company and that ‘A’ Company were 

attacking. 



9am. ‘A’ Company reached the German support line and did a great deal of execution 

about 40/50 Germans being killed and several prisoners taken, who, however, were 

killed getting back to our lines. 

2nd Lieutenant Hirst killed almost immediately”. 

After the failure of this battle there were recriminations from the higher command that the 

West Riding Division had not done its job on the day. Haig wrote in his diary: 

“Monday, 4 September : I visited Toutencourt and saw Gen. Gough. The failure to hold 

the position gained on the Ancre is due, he reported to the 49th Division. The units of 

that Division did not really attack and some men did not follow their officers. The total 

losses of this Division are under a thousand!  

It is a Territorial Division from the West Riding of Yorkshire. I had occasion a 

fortnight ago to call the attention of the Army and Corps Commanders (Gough and 

Jacobs) to the lack of smartness, and slackness of one of its Battalions in the matter of 

saluting when I was motoring through the village where it was billeted. I expressed my 

opinion that such men were too sleepy to fight well, etc. It was due to the failure of the 

49th Division that the 39th (which did well and got all their objectives) had to fall back.” 

On September 3rd 1916 the 1/4th Duke of Wellington’s attacked with 3 Companies of 127 

men and 3 Officers, 390 men in total plus “a few battalion H.Q. details”. Casualties for the 

battalion are given in the History of the 1st 4th, Duke of Wellington’s as 347. The history 

also shows that the German’s recorded 7 unwounded prisoners from the 1/4 and 1/5th Dukes 

together, all other prisoners were wounded. 

The Battalion Adjutant, Captain P.G. Bales was later to write the history of the battalion and 

saw the attack on September 3rd in a different light to the view of Haigh.  

“It is not the purpose of this book to criticise as a general rule, but some slight exception 

must be made in connection with the attack on September 3rd 1916. At the time there 

was a widespread belief, which was certainly held by most of the higher authorities, that 

the Battalion never gained its objectives. This was wrong. A and B Companies reached, 

and cleared the enemy from, the whole of the first and second objectives; it is true they 

did not occupy the whole of them, but that was due simply to lack of men. For more 

than two hours there were no Germans in either of the lines which the Battalion was 

ordered to capture. These facts are clearly proved, not only by the evidence of the men 

who carried out the assault, but also by the German official report on the action.”  

The British ‘hurricane bombardment’ had commenced at 5.10am on 3 September 1916, dawn 

having broken at about 5am. A survivor said “The whole sky seemed to light up suddenly.” 

At 5.13am the battalion, after hours of nervous waiting, went over the top along with the rest 

of the West Riding Division, for the first time in the war.  

The War Diary of the 1/5th Dukes the 4th battalion’s sister regiment describes in two 

sentences the result of the attack: “The whole attack failed. The 146th Brigade did not 



reach its objective and although the 147th Brigade reached their objective, they were 

unable to hold it.” The details of what actually occurred are more difficult to establish, 

especially as each battalion blamed its neighbour. 

Bales writes of the attack on September 3rd 1916: “Only once – October 11th 1918- has the 

battalion had heavier casualties than on September 3rd 1916. It went into action 18 

officers and 629 other ranks strong: of these only three companies, each consisting of 3 

officers and 127 other ranks, and a few Battalion HQ details went over the top. The 

total casualties that day were 11 officers and 336 other ranks. More than half were 

known to be dead or missing. September 3rd 1916 is the blackest day in the Battalion’s 

history, for, unlike 11th October 1918, it had no success to compensate for its casualties.’ 

Alfred Edison ( Eddie) Hirst was one of those casualties on the battalion’s ‘blackest day’. As 

the regimental war diary notes, he was killed ‘almost immediately’. He was one of many 

local men killed in this action, which became known in Cleckheaton as Bloody Sunday. His 

name appears on the War Memorials at Whitechapel Church and St John's Church in 

Cleckheaton and also on the Thiepval Memorial as his body was never found. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


