
Private Edward Whitworth (1896 – 1917) 

17th Battalion Prince of Wales Own West Yorkshire Regiment. 

I puzzle old things learned at school,  

Half riddles, answerless, yet intense,  

A date, an algebraic rule,  

A bar of music with no sense. 

‘Night March’ : Robert Graves 1915 

 

Edward Whitworth was born in Dewsbury in 1895. He was the son of Sam Whitworth. 

Edward’s father, Sam was shown to be a newsagent on the baptism register for Edward’s 

birth. Sam’s father, Edward’s grandfather, was himself called Edward and in 1881 he was 

running a refreshment house in Dewsbury with his wife Mabuth.  

Edward Whitworth attended Batley Grammar School as a 13 year old in the spring of 1909. 

However by 1911 he was registered on the census as being a ‘Gardener (Domestic)’ and so 

his stay at the school was a short one. By 1911 Sam Whitworth and his family had moved to 

Boothroyd Lane in Dewsbury. They had three children at the time and Edward was still in his 

profession as a wholesale newsagent 

Edward Whitworth’s service records do not exist now sadly and so we know little of when he 

joined the army.  However, we do know that he joined the Yorkshire Regiment at first and 



then the 17th Battalion of the West Yorkshire Regiment, which was a ‘Bantam Regiment’. He 

would therefore have been very small in stature. The height for such soldiers was generally 

less than 5’3”. 

The 17th (Service) Battalion (2nd Leeds) Battalion of the Prince of Wales’s Own West 

Yorkshire Regiment was formed in Leeds in December 1914 by the Lord Mayor and City 

council. The regiment went to France in 1916, landing at Le Havre on February 1st 1916. 

Bantam units were drawn from industrial and coal mining areas where short stature was no 

sign of weakness. The name derives from the former town of Bantam in Indonesia, from 

which a breed of small domestic fowl is thought to have originated. Bantamweight was a 

weight category in boxing that had originated in the 1880s and produced many notable 

boxers. 

The first bantam battalions were recruited in Birkenhead, Cheshire, after Alfred Bigland, MP, 

heard of a group of miners who, rejected from every recruiting office, had made their way to 

the town. One of the miners, rejected on account of his size, offered to fight any man there as 

proof of his suitability as a soldier, and six men were eventually called upon to remove him. 

Bantam applicants were men used to physical hard work, and Bigland was so incensed at 

what he saw as the needless rejection of spirited healthy men, he petitioned the War Office 

for permission to establish an undersized fighting unit. 

When the permission was granted, news spread across the country and men previously denied 

the chance to fight made their way to Birkenhead, 3,000 successful recruits being accepted 

for service into two new "Bantam battalions" in November 1914. The requirement for their 

height was between 4ft 10in (147cm) and 5ft 3in (160cm). Chest size was one inch more than 

the army standard. 

The men became local heroes, with the  newspaper, The Birkenhead News, honouring the 

men of the 1st and 2nd Birkenhead Battalions of the Cheshires with enamel badges - "BBB" - 

Bigland's Birkenhead Bantams. Soon renamed the 15th and 16th Battalions, Cheshire 

Regiment, they undertook gruelling training and served in some of the most hard fought 

battles of the war, such as the Battle of Arras in 1917.  

Eventually two whole divisions, the 35th and the 40th, were formed from 'Bantam' men, who 

were virtually annihilated during the Battle of Bourlon Wood. Heavy casualties, transfers to 

specialized Army tunnelling companies and tank regiments, the introduction of conscription, 

and replacements by taller men, eventually led to Bantam units becoming indistinguishable 

from other British divisions. A thorough study is published in "The Bantams: The untold 

story of World War One," by Sidney Allinson. 

After initial training close to home, the Leeds Bantams  joined 106th Brigade, 35th Division 

in June 1915 at Masham, North Yorkshire. The Division then moved to Salisbury Plain for 

final training in August 1915. They were ordered to Egypt in late 1915, but the order was 

soon cancelled and instead they went to France on the 1st of February 1916, landing at Le 



Havre, the division concentrated east of St Omer. They were in action during the Battles of 

the Somme at Bazentin Ridge, Arrow Head Copse, Maltz Horn Farm and Falfemont Farm.  

It is not known how Edward Whitworth met his eventual death. However, it was during the 

time when the German army had mounted their major offensive in March of 1917. He was 

killed in action on March 8th 1917. In the spring of 1917, the German forces fell back to their 

newly prepared defences, the Hindenburg Line.  

Edward Whitworth’s body was never found and he is commemorated on the Thiepval 

Memorial, as are many of his Old Batelian colleagues. The Thiepval Memorial, designed by 

Lutyens was built between 1928 and 1932 and was unveiled by the Prince of Wales in August 

1932. 

His name is on the war memorial at St John’s Church Dewsbury, where he was known as 

‘Eddie’ Whitworth. The family had lived in Boothroyd Lane, Dewsbury and so this would 

have been his local church before he went to war.  

 

The panel of Batley War memorial which bears the name Edward Whitworth. 

The name of ‘Eddie’ Whitworth appears on the Dewsbury War memorial also. Strangely, the 

name ‘Edward’ Whitworth is shown under this name and it may well be that the organisers of 

the memorial were confused by the two names that Edward Whitworth went by and therefore 

a mistake was made on the plaque. 



 

The panels of Dewsbury War Memorial. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


