
Corporal George Carnes (1879 – 1917) 

15th Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment (Prince of Wales’s Own. 
 

‘The place was rotten with dead; green clumsy legs 
   High-booted, sprawled and grovelled along the saps; 
   And trunks, face downward, in the sucking mud, 
   Wallowed like trodden sand-bags loosely filled; 
   And naked sodden buttocks, mats of hair, 
   Bulged, clotted heads slept in the plastering slime. 
   And then the rain began, - the jolly old rain!’ 
 

Siegfried Sassoon:  ‘Counter Attack’. 
 

 

The name of G. Carnes is on the Arras Memorial. 

George Carnes was born in 1879. He was baptised on April 20th 1879 at St Peter’s Church in 

Churwell, where the Carnes family lived. George’s parents were George and Helen Carnes. 

On the baptism register George (snr) was shown s being ‘Master of a Board School’. Helen, 

his mother, was a schoolmistress at this time, having come to England from Cavan in Ireland, 

In 1881 the family were living, (appropriately), in School Street, off Elland Road in 

Churwell. 

The Carnes family were financially secure enough to employ a servant at this time.  As 

George’s father was the master of the Churwell Board School and his mother a 



schoolmistress then they would have held a position of status in the Churwell community. 

From trade directories of the time it can be seen that the school was quite large with 320 boys 

and girls on the roll. The directories also show that George (snr.) was the local income tax 

inspector, obviously giving him a second income, thus enabling the family to employ a 

servant. 

In the 1891 census George Carnes was shown as being  twelve years old and described as a 

scholar. He actually started at Batley Grammar School in the autumn term of 1891. The 

Carnes family had six children at this time. There was one daughter, Helen, and five sons. 

Four of the brothers were to attend Batley Grammar School. 

By 1901 the family were still living in School Street, but only three sons, including George 

(jnr) were still living with their parents. George was shown to be a Tailor’s Cutter by trade at 

this time and his father was still working as a teacher, being shown as a ‘Certificated 

Schoolteacher’. George’s two younger brothers, Conrad and John were both working as 

banker’s clerks. 

By 1911 George (snr) had retired from teaching and the family moved to Wood View, 

Beeston. Only Conrad and George (jnr) were living with the family at the time. Conrad was 

working as an ‘Inspector of Agent’s Life Office’, which probably translates to being an 

Inspector for the insurance industry today. George (jnr) was still working as a Tailor’s Cutter, 

in the wholesale trade. Mary Midgely, a local Beeston girl completed the household as a 

servant in 1911. 

It is not known exactly when George Carnes joined the army, but by his service number of 

15/173, it seems that he was one of the first to enlist in the newly formed 15th Battalion of the 

Prince of Wales’s Own West Yorkshire Regiment in August 1914. This was the ‘Leeds Pals’. 

A regiment formed by the Mayor of Leeds Councillor Brotherton. 

The Leeds Pals took part in some fierce fighting after they went to France from Egypt on 

December 6th 1915. They were involved in the attack on the village of Serre on July 1st 1916 

and received heavy casualties, along with other West Riding Pals Battalions.The Yorkshire 

Post published a list of one thousand two hundred and seventy five volunteers who had 

formed the Regiment in 1914. George Carnes was one of the first names on the roll. Of this 

number no less than one hundred and seven officers and men were either killed or died of 

wounds received on July 1st 1916. However these were the original members of the Pals, and 

the actual casualty figures for the deaths of members of the Leeds Pals on that one day were 

two hundred and thirty three other ranks, either killed or later dying of wounds received. 

In April 1917 the 93rd Brigade to which the Leeds Pals belonged, received the first intimation 

of its involvement in the battle of Arras. On April 30th 1917 a ‘Warning Order’ was sent to 

the battalion from 31st Division HQ. The Leeds Pals were to be on the Division’s right flank 

with the 1st and 2nd Bradford Pals (16th and 18th Battalions). Their objective was to capture 

the enemy first and second line trenches, construct strong points and position machine guns 

to deal with counter attacks. 



The actual date and time of the attack were not revealed until 2nd of May 1917 when a secret 

memo was sent by Divisional HQ. Zero Hour was to be 3-45 am on May 3rd. Laurie Milner’s 

detailed history of the Leeds Pals gives this account of the start of the battle on May 3rd 1917, 

on pages 182 and 183. 

“In bright moonlight under the watchful eyes of the Germans who as usual held the 

high ground the men gathered in the assembly trenches to await the signal to attack. By 

2-40 am the Leeds Pals were in position and were joined a few minutes later by the 

Bradford Pals. At 3-44 the British barrage commenced. At 3-45 am the Pals attacked 

and managed to get into the German front line, despite casualties, driving the Germans 

back. Just before 4am the German artillery replied.  

Shells rained down on the Pals as the German guns began searching for the British 

artillery positions, by 4-30 communication between the Pals and Brigade HQ had been 

broken.” 

The Battalion War Diary for the Leeds Pals gives details of the start of the attack on the 

German trenches: 

“At 3-45am the barrage commenced and the battalion went forward to the attack and 

from information received afterwards reached the first objective without serious losses.  

Heavy artillery and machine guns on both sides remained very active and at 5-30 am no 

definite information had been received. About this time wounded men were beginning 

to dribble in, and from their accounts it was obvious that our attack had failed in 

reaching its second objective and also in holding the first” 

The commanding officer of the Leeds Pals took the decision to close his battle headquarters 

and sent all his papers back along the line after news of the failure of the attack was apparent. 

He then collected all of the runners and headquarters men, along with injured stragglers and 

manned the front line trenches, expecting German counter attacks. Because he could not 

communicate either with the rear or with battalions in trenches on either side of him he 

blocked the trenches against counter attack. Bombing parties were placed at the blocks to 

repulse attacks. 

The War Diary went on to record what had taken place during the very first few hours of the 

attack on May 3rd 1917: 

“At this period it was quite evident what had happened. The battalion had got forward 

allright (sic) and driven back the enemy, but having no supports had lost all driving 

power and the enemy realising this had turned on them and commenced organising a 

counter attack.” 

At this point over four hundred German soldiers were seen advancing towards the trenches in 

extended order and only a request for strong artillery support stopped their advance and saved 

the day. At 8 am the Pals were reinforced by a platoon of King’s Own Yorkshire Light 



Infantry and at 10 40 am a further two companies of Durham Light Infantry were sent to help 

them fight off the counter attacks. Ominously the war diary records: 

“As the day advanced it was obvious that we had lost heavily and only three officers 

came back” 

The war diary records that during the day four officers were reported killed and another eight 

were missing, believed killed. Casualties for other ranks were reported as being fifteen killed 

one hundred and twenty two wounded and two hundred and sixty two missing.  

Milner’s book on the Leeds Pals records the feelings of one of the men involved in the attack 

on May 3rd 1917 from his standpoint some fifty years later. Private Arthur Dalby was 

scathing about his own generals. 

“I remember how easy it was to get into the German trenches and how big a mistake we 

had all made, because the Germans had emptied their trenches and put their artillery 

on them within a yard or two and those that were wounded on that occasion were left in 

the German trenches to be prisoners.  

You see the Germans were too clever for us. I’ll be quite truthful. Their Generals were 

better than our fellows and they let us get across and they had vacated their trenches 

and then when we got in them they blew them to hell. They blew us up as well. Seven of 

us came back out of twenty seven in my section” 

The 15th Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment were relieved in their trench line at 11-30pm on 

the next day by the 16th West Yorkshire Regiment and went to billets at St Catherine’s. 

At some stage during the fierce fighting of May 3rd 1917 George Carnes was killed. It would 

seem that he was either killed in the raid on the trenches on May 3rd 1917 or was killed by the 

ensuing artillery fire on the trenches. Either way, he was one of heavy losses for the battalion. 

Of the 160 other ranks who died, 17 were original volunteers from 1914 who bore the ‘15’ 

prefix on their regimental number. Carnes was one of those men. His medal record at the 

National Archive simply records him as being ‘DEAD’.  

Laurie Milner gives a more up to date figure of casualties for the day on page 187 of his 

book: 

“Once again the Battalion and indeed the whole Brigade had suffered heavy losses. 

Estimates of the casualties amongst the Leeds Pals range from sixteen officers (four 

killed four wounded and four missing) and 396 other ranks killed wounded and missing. 

We now know from official sources that ten officers and 160 other ranks were killed 

and four other ranks died of wounds. It can also be ascertained that 2 officers and 27 

other ranks were taken prisoner”. 

The school magazine for 1918 gave the notice of deaths for several boys under the title ‘Old 

Boys News’. The note for George Carnes went as follows:  



‘GEORGE CARNES enlisted in the Leeds Pals in 1914 and served with them in Egypt 

and France. He was reported missing after the attack on Oppy in May 1917 and the 

War Office (W.O) now report him killed. He will be remembered as one of four 

brothers who came from Morley. Another of the four is mentioned in our list of 

distinctions’.  

The ‘... another of the four’ ( brothers) referred to in the announcement on George Carnes 

concerned his younger brother Conrad, who was a Second Lieutenant in the East Yorkshire 

regiment. In the same edition of the school magazine the following tribute was paid to 

Conrad: 

“Second Lieutenant Conrad Carnes, who has been awarded the Military Cross was an 

old Leeds Rifleman. In 1914 he was instructor in musketry and the Lewis Gun at 

Strensall and was given a commission in the East Yorkshire Regiment the official 

account reads as follows: 

‘Near Beaulencourt, on September 2nd 1918 during the attack on Lubda Copse he led 

the two leading platoons straight to the objective in spite of heavy machine gun fire. 

Later he reorganised men of his own and other companies and took them forward 

through a heavy barrage to the final objective, which he held successfully. He showed 

great gallantry and an ability to command’”. 

A short addition to the piece on Conrad Carnes noted that he was later wounded and had lost 

the sight of one eye. 

The body of George Carnes was one of hundreds never recovered from the battlefield and his 

name is commemorated on the panels of the Arras memorial. The probate register shows that 

George Carnes left £95-14s 4d to his father George, who was shown as a retired collector of 

taxes. George (snr) died in 1923. Sadly this was just one year before the opening of the 

Churwell War Memorial to the fallen which was opened on 12th April 1924. 

 

The opening of the War Memorial at Churwell in 1924 



The Reverend C.J. Barton, vicar of Morley, dedicated the War Memorial. The names of 60 

men are inscribed on a roll of honour which survives to this day. In 2004 the war memorial 

received funding to renovate the tablets bearing the names of the dead of Churwell from the 

Great War. 

 

The Arras Memorial. 


