
Second Lieutenant William Heaton (1892 – 1917). 

2/5th Battalion Duke of Wellington’s West Riding Regiment. 

‘The wheels lurched over sprawled dead 
But pained them not, though their bones crunched; 

Their shut mouths made no moan. 
They lie there huddled, friend and foeman, 

Man born of man, and born of woman; 
And shells go flying over them 
From night to night till now’. 

 
‘The air is loud with death, 

The dark air spurts with fire, 
The explosions ceaseless are  . . . 
Till the shrapnel called ‘An end’.’ 

 
Isaac Rosenberg:  ‘Dead Man’s Dump’. 

 

The name ‘Heaton W. Is on the Arras Memorial. Max Skelsey’s name is on the same panel. 

William Heaton was born in Silsden in Bradford on May 29th 1892. His parents were Fred 

and Eva Heaton. Fred was a blacksmith by trade. In the 1891 census they already had one 

son, Herbert. William Heaton entered the school in the Autumn term of 1900. 

By 1901 the Heaton family found themselves living in Churwell. The family had four sons at 

this time, and two boarders were living with them. Their father, Fred was still working as a 



blacksmith and bell maker. The family were living at Hodgson Place Churwell, from where 

William would have travelled to school in the first years of the twentieth century. 

By 1911 the family had expanded to having five sons and they were living in Park Road 

Churwell. William Heaton was employed as a bank clerk. He had two brothers at school at 

the time and his brother Herbert was a student teacher, whilst another brother was a church 

caretaker.  

It is probable that William attended the Churwell Board School prior to attending Batley 

Grammar School. If so, he would have been taught by the parents of George Carnes, another 

Churwell boy who attended the school a little earlier than William himself. In another, 

sadder, coincidence, both Churwell boys were to die on the very same day and very close to 

each other, fighting in West Yorkshire regiments. 

It is not known when William joined the army, but he originally joined the Army Cycling 

Corps. William Heaton’s medal card shows that he was a Corporal in that regiment, but the 

magazine roll of honour printed in December 1917 shows him as a Sergeant, which he may 

well have been, prior to his application for a commission in 1917. Willliam’s medal record 

shows that he went to France with the Cycle Corps on April 15th 1915. Allowing for training 

and equipping him, he would have therefore been an early recruit after the war started in 

August 1914. 

The Army Cyclist Corps was a corps of the British Army during the First World War, and 

controlled the Army's bicycle infantry. Volunteer cyclist units had been formed as early as 

the 1880s, with the first complete bicycle unit (the 26th Middlesex Rifle Volunteers) being 

raised in 1888.  Cyclists were employed on an intermittent basis during the South African 

War - whilst they were not deployed as organised combat formations, the bicycle was found 

to be invaluable for reconnaissance and communications work, being lighter, quieter, and 

logistically much easier to support than horses.  

When the Haldane reforms in 1908 reorganised the volunteers into the Territorial Force, nine 

battalions of cyclists were formed - one from the 26th Middlesex, five from volunteer 

infantry battalions, and three newly raised. Military cycling was taken very seriously and it 

had its own journal to discuss issues.  



 

The badge of the Army Cyclist Corps. 

William Heaton applied for a commission from the Cyclist Corps and was eventually 

commissioned into the West Riding Regiment on February 17th 1917. He was posted to the 

5th Battalion the Duke of Wellington’s West Riding Regiment. The 2/5 were a Territoral 

Force drawn from Huddersfield and were part of the 186th Brigade/ 62nd (2nd West Riding) 

Division. 

The 2nd/5th Battalion, Duke of Wellington’s West Riding Regiment (the ‘Dukes’) was 

formed at Huddersfield in November 1914 by Lieutenant Colonel W. Cooper V.C., with 

Captain J. L. Robinson as adjutant, and the Huddersfield Recruiting Committee headed by Sir 

William Raynor assisted by Captain Harold Hanson. Lieutenant T. P. Crosland was also 

active in securing a large number of recruits from the Mirfield area. 

On January 1st 1917 the Dukes were at Bedford. They left for Southampton on January 10th 

1917 and embarked for France on January 11th arriving at Le Havre in the early hours of the 

12th. They went on to Auxi-le-Chateau, and afterwards marched through Ampliere, Orville, 

Thievres, and Authis to Bus-les-Artois. The weather was said to be so cold that the ink in 

fountain pens and rifle oil in the Lewis guns froze.  

The battalion was given training by the 9th Battalion, Welsh Regiment in trenches east of 

Hebuterne, and on February 13th 1917, after a march through Betrancourt, Beausart, Mailly 

Mallet, and Auchonvillers the battalion entered trenches at Berm Work near Beaumont 

Hamel, relieving the 1st Dorsets in front of the village of Serre.  

Not much of these trenches were left, as in most places they had been blown in, so their first 

days were occupied in digging and repairing them. The battalion were relieved on February 

14th by the 2nd/6th Duke of Wellington’s. The first recorded attack by the 5th Dukes took 



place on February 27th 1917, when two fighting patrols of ‘D’ Company and another from 

‘A’ Company attacked Orchard Alley, which was about 800 yards away. 

Whether Second Lieutenant Heaton had joined his regiment by the time of the fighting in 

February 1917 is unknown. However, he was likely to have been with them in 1917 when the 

battalion was involved in one incident of heavy fighting. The 5th Duke of Wellington’s were 

holding the line south of Achiet le Petit, and ‘B’ Company were told to hold Resurrection 

Trench and attack the village. They were heavily bombarded for three days and nights, after 

March 17th 1917. A counter-attack was beaten off, and then a heavy bombardment fell on the 

village. 

For the rest of March and April 1917 the Dukes were mainly involved in training and 

working parties, in preparation for the intended attack on Bullecourt that was to come in 

May. The objective for the 2/5th Due of Wellington’s Regiment on the day of May 3rd 1917 

was to actually capture the village of Bullecourt.  

On May 3rd  1917 the men of the 5th Dukes had a rum ration at 3 a.m., and by 3:30 a.m. the 

men of the 186th Infantry Brigade were at their jumping off points, all formed up ready for 

the attack with each man laying down at the correct interval from his neighbour, and waiting 

for zero hour. Zero Hour on that day was to be 3-45am. The attack was carried out under 

cover of a creeping barrage that advanced at the rate of 100 yards every three minutes. The 

weather was warm and the ground was hard and dry.  

At zero hour the 2nd 5th Battalion had advanced across a sunken road and up the slope to the 

left of Bullecourt. The defenders sent up flares all along the line signalling to their artillery 

for help. The result was a ferocious barrage of high explosive and shrapnel, supported by 

heavy machine-gun fire from hidden concrete emplacements. They continued to the 

Hindenburg Line, where the Holmfirth and Huddersfield men, who made up a good deal of 

the 5th Battalion of the Dukes, were lucky at first, the wire in front of them was cut and they 

charged straight through and entered the German trench. 

The 185th Infantry Brigade, commanded by Brigadier General De Falbe, was given the task 

of capturing Bullecourt village, the 187th Infantry Brigade, commanded by Brigadier General 

Taylor, was to form a defensive flank from Hendecourt to the Hindenburg Line, and the 

186th Infantry Brigade, commanded by Brigadier General Hill, was to take the front line and 

support trenches of the Hindenburg Line and then push on and secure Hendecourt village. 

By midday on May 3rd 1917 what progress had been made had been lost. The 2/5th West 

Yorkshires had been forced out of the village of Bullecourt. Only a hundred men from the 

sister battalion, the 2/6th Dukes, returned to the trenches, the rest had been killed, wounded 

or captured. 

With a handful of men the commander of ‘B’ Company of the 5th battalion Duke of 

Wellington’s pressed on and succeeded in forcing his way into an enemy strong point, and 

held out there for three days and nights with only iron rations, and no water. They were 

bombed and shelled the whole time, and on the second day beat off an attack. On the third 



day the British guns shortened their range and badly damaged the defences. The party then 

withdrew, taking nine hours to reach British lines in broad daylight. They were constantly 

fired on, with machine gunners entering hidden emplacements by means of tunnels connected 

to the Hindenburg Tunnel Trench.  

Meanwhile, the rest of the battalion suffered heavy casualties and withdrew to their own 

lines. Posts were established and held during the night and the following day. Shelling was 

continuous. On May 7th the battalion was relieved by the 2nd/7th Duke of Wellington’s and 

marched to Mory Copse. Out of the twenty-four stretcher bearers who went over the top, only 

six returned. 

The War Diary of the 2/5th Duke of Wellington’s Regiment for the first few days of May 

1917 records the following: 

 

MORY 1/5/17  

9-0 AM to 12-30 PM. Companies employed in making strong points and specialist 

training. 

2 - 4 PM. Companies went over miniature trench system of BULLECOURT & studied 

the roads & trenches & barrage lines. 

MORY 2/5/27  

9 to 12-30. Interior economy & preparation for going into the line. Afternoon 

Companies again went over miniature trench system of BULLECOURT. 

9-15 PM. Battalion marched to ECOUST (Embankment) where they drew mats for 

getting over wire, bridges for crossing trenches & bombs. They then formed up on tape 

line Ref. Map 1:10000 ECOUST ST MIEN U26d99 to U21b77 all was completed by 1-30 

am & without casualties. Tanks followed the Battalion down from L’HOMME to 

ECOUST. 

ECOUST 3/5/17 

3-45 am. Zero hour. At zero hour minus 8 minutes Battalion moved forward to attack 

Hindenburg Line west of BULLECOURT, a heavy barrage commenced at zero. A 

Company reached their objective & held it until 4-0 PM when they were counter 

attacked & bombed out. They retired on to the embankment. B, C & D Companies 

came under heavy shell, rifle & machine gun fire & were held up in front of enemy 

front line trench, small parties holding out in shell holes until after dark when they 

retired to embankment. Battalion suffered heavy casualties.  

The following officers were killed. Captain & Adjutant T. Bentley, Lieutenant O. 

Walker. Missing believed killed, 2/Lieutenant Jacobs. Missing, Captain G. Glover, 

Lieutenant G. Ridley M.C. 2/Lieutenant E. T. Sykes, 2/Lieutenant Heaton, 

2/Lieutenants Darwent & Hutton. Wounded, Captain W. Shaw. 2/Lieutenants Fisher A. 

& Simmonds. Shell Shock Lieutenant K. C. Teather & Captain Walker J. 



8-0 PM. Six posts were put out in W26b & d under Captain Goodall. Lieutenant Haigh 

went out with stretcher bearers to bring in wounded. 

ECOUST 4/5/17 

Battalion still holding the line, wounded dribbled in all day, shelling was heavy. At night 

Battalion was relieved by 2/6th & 2/7th Duke of Wellingtons & marched back by 

Companies to MORY COP & into camp. During relief there were no casualties. Arrived 

MORY COPS about 2-30 AM next day. 

Second Lieutenant Heaton was therefore recorded as missing believed killed, along with 

several other officers from the battalion, at some time between 3-45am and 8pm on May 3rd 

1917. It has been said that May 3rd was easily the worst day of the whole war for 

Huddersfield and district, with even the little town of Holmfirth losing seventeen killed. The 

Duke of Wellington’s 5th battalion had recruited heavily from the Huddersfield area.  

The rest of the 186th Division to which William Heaton’s battalion belonged were all Duke of 

Wellington’s battalions from Holmfirth, Huddersfield, Halifax, Skipton and the Colne Valley. 

The King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry and York & Lancaster battalions of the 187th 

Infantry Brigade were from the area around Dewsbury, Batley, and Doncaster, Sheffield and 

Rotherham. Casualties on May 3rd 1917 for the 62nd Division, to which the 5th Battalion 

Dukes belonged, were 2,976 men killed, wounded, or missing in action. William Heaton was 

one of those casualties. 

Second Lieutenant William Heaton’s medal card shows that by the time of his death the 

Heaton family had moved nearer to where Fred and Eva were brought up. They now lived at 

20 Royal Arcade, Keighley, which is still in existence as a parade of shops in the town. 

The name of William Heaton appears on the Roll of Honour at Batley Grammar School and 

also on the War Memorial at Churwell, along with the name of George Carnes. He has no 

known grave and his name is commemorated on the Arras Memorial.  It is a sad irony that on 

the same panel of the Arras memorial can be found the name of another old boy of Batley 

Grammar  School, Robert Max Skelsey, who was to die in the later Battle of Arras in 1918. 



 

A Plaque Commemorating the Fallen from the Arras Memorial. 

 

 

 

 

 


