
Second Lieutenant Ernest Edward Laing (1891 – 1917). 

5th Battalion East Yorkshire Regiment 

‘One would remember still 
Meadows and low hill 

Laventie was, as to the line and elm row 
Growing through green strength wounded, as home elms grow. 

Shimmer of summer there and blue autumn mists 
Seen from trench-ditch winding in mazy twists. 
The Australian gunners in close flowery hiding 

Cunning found out at last, and smashed in the unspeakable lists. 
And the guns in the smashed wood thumping and grinding’. 

 
Ivor Gurney:  ‘Laventie’   (1919). 

 

 

Ernest Edward Laing was not born a ‘Batley Lad’. He was not even born in England. Ernest 

was born on March 28th 1891 in Wickham, near Newcastle, New South Wales, Australia. 



His father was Matthew Laing, whose family were from the North East originally, but had 

settled in the 1880’s in Bruntcliffe, where Matthew, Ernest’s Grandfather, had become the 

colliery manager at the Victoria Colliery. In the census of 1881 Matthew ( jnr) was shown as 

an 18 year old Coal Miner, no doubt working at the very same Victoria Colliery where his 

father was the manager. 

Ernest’s grandfather Matthew (snr), was born and brought up in Newcastle. He worked as a 

miner there. Probably because of this he moved to the Yorkshire area of Normanton, where, 

in about 1865 the New Sharlston Mine was opening and new housing was being built for the 

miners working there.  

Ernest’s father Matthew (jnr) was born in Monkwearmouth, Durham, another colliery area 

where Matthew (snr) was obviously working and gaining the experience that was to take him 

from miner to colliery manager later on.  By 1881 Matthew Laing (snr) and his family had 

moved from Normanton to nearby Bruntcliffe, near Morley, where he took the position of 

Colliery Manager of the Victoria Colliery at Bruntcliffe. Only the outside wall of the colliery 

now exists and there are probably many who live in the area who have no idea that behind the 

wall there once existed a bustling colliery. A colliery accident at Bruntcliffe in 1882 may 

have been the catalyst for Matthew’s (jnr) decision to move to Australia to seek a new life. 

On May 1st 1882 a mine disaster occurred at the Victoria Colliery which took seven lives. 

Matthew Laing (snr) was the manager and was summoned to the pit bottom after an 

explosion in the seams. He went down to the main seam to try and recover the bodies but a 

second explosion sent him and the rescuers back to the main shaft. 

The following were points from the Inquiry into the Mining Disaster:  

“Mr. Laing went forward to the face to satisfy himself that there was no fire. All the 

bodies showed that they had died from the effects of afterdamp and they were not badly 

burnt. The furnaceman said that the doors of the furnace had been shaken violently but 

there was nothing else to show what had taken place. Mr. Render ascended the shaft 

and raised Mr. Laing, the manager and Mr. Haigh one of the proprietors, 

All their lamps went out except Mr. Laing's. He and the other men succeeded in 

running the 300 to 400 yards in the direction of the shaft. They were exhausted and 

almost suffocated by the gas and it was questionable if they could have got out alive if it 

was not for the efforts of another exploring party that had just come down the pit 

accompanied by a doctor. The first party was sent to the surface and Mr. Laing went 

down again with managers of other pits that had arrived. It was then advisable to 

postpone rescue operations as there was no one left alive underground and nothing 

more was done for a few hours”  

Ernest Laing’s father Matthew moved to Australia in about 1885. Whether the mining 

disaster  had any influence upon his decision to emigrate is unknown. However he would 

almost certainly have been involved with his own father in the rescue operations. Once in 

Australia he married Helena Commerford, an Australian girl, in August 1888. Together they 



had three children, Lilly, Ernest and the oldest son, another Matthew. The other members of 

the Laing family continued to live at Albert House in Bruntcliffe. They were well enough off 

to employ a servant at the time of the 1891 census. 

Three years after the marriage of his father to Helen Commerford, Ernest Edward Laing was 

born on March 28th 1891 in Wickham, near Newcastle, New South Wales, which was an up 

and coming mining area. Matthew’s occupation on Ernest’s birth certificate was shown as 

‘Clerk’, whether this was at a colliery is not known, but very likely.  

Unfortunately the three Laing children were to be orphaned by 1896, when they were all 

under seven years old. They lost their mother Helena in 1895, and in the very next year the 

three Laing children saw their father Matthew also die from tuberculosis 

His death certificate shows cause of death as ‘Phthisis pulmonalis’, or ‘Tubercular 

consumption’. His occupation was shown as a surveyor, and his death was reported by an 

uncle, John Donnison, who may have been the reason Matthew went to Australia. 

As a result of the children being orphaned a decision was obviously taken by the family to 

have them sent to England to be brought up by the Laing family in Bruntcliffe. In 1897 the 

three children were sent back to England on the Sailing Ship Barbarossa. They arrived in 

Southampton on May 23rd 1897. The Barbarossa was a very new ship, built in Germany. It 

was later to be interned by the United States and renamed the USS Mercury.  

The passenger manifest showed the children on the list of passengers. Strangely ‘Ernie’ is 

listed as ‘Annie’ but pronouncing both in an accent to a possible German crew member 

taking the names may well explain the mistake in the names being listed. 

We next see the Laing children on the 1901 census, where both Matthew and Ernest are 

living with their grandfather at Albert House in Bruntcliffe.  Their sister Lilly was not with 

them, but had by now been adopted by relatives of the Laings, the Hauns, in Sunderland, who 

had lost a child. The Haun family were colliers like the Laings. 

Lilly was later to marry and live in Sunderland, where she died in 1943. She must have kept 

up links with her brothers in Morley as she was photographed by a Morley studio as a young 

woman. Strangely, Matthew, Ernest’s brother, died in 1913, in Durham, whether visiting his 

sister or not is unknown.  



 

Lilly Laing, Ernest’s Sister. 

Ernest Laing began at Batley Grammar School in the autumn term of 1903, when he was 12 

years old. By 1911 then, Matthew (snr) had his grandson, Matthew, and Ernest Edward, 

living with him, still at Albert House, Bruntcliffe. Ernest had finished his time at Batley 

Grammar School before 1911 and was shown as being an assistant teacher in that year’s 

census. His brother Matthew, was following in his grandfather’s footsteps as a colliery 

surveyor. 

At the outbreak of the First World War then, Ernest Edward Laing was embarking upon a 

career as a teacher, one of several on the roll of honour of Batley Grammar School. His 

attestation papers for enlistment in the army show that he was actually teaching at Morpeth 

Road School in Blyth, Northumberland when the war started. Unfortunately the First World 

War intervened in Ernest Laing’s plans to become a teacher and by June 28th 1915 he had 

joined the ‘Leeds Pals’ by enlisting at their training camp at Colsterdale, near Harrogate, 

North Yorkshire. 

Ernest Edward Laing joined the 15th Battalion of  the  Prince of Wales’s Own West Yorkshire 

Regiment (The Leeds Pals). Ernest Laing was twenty two years and three months old when 

he joined the Leeds Pals at their camp at Colsterdale on June 28th 1915. Although he joined 

at Colsterdale he had been examined by a medical doctor in the Standard Buildings in Leeds 

earlier that day and passed as fit. His occupation was recorded as being a teacher. His records 

show that he was no more than 5’5” tall and that he signed to say that he was a British 

subject, though he had been born and lived for the first years of his life in New South Wales, 

Australia. By September 1st 1916, Ernest was promoted to Lance Corporal. 

He was promoted to Lance Corporal with the Pals and then given a Commission as a Second 

Lieutenant in 1917. He was ‘discharged’ from the West Yorkshire Regiment as was the 

procedure, on March 28th 1917 and ‘Gazetted’ as a 2nd Lieutenant in the East Yorkshire 

Regiment, though no record of the promotion can be found in the Gazette for the date given 

of May 5th 1917. He had applied for a commission in 1916 and was medically examined for 

fitness at Ponteland in Northumberland on November 3rd 1916. On his application form he 

wrote that he had been educated at ‘The Grammar School, Batley’ and also ‘The Secondary 



School, Morley’. The senior assistant master at Batley Grammar School, a Mr. A. Peacock 

signed his application form to say that Ernest Laing was ‘...of good character’. 

By December 1916 he had been sent a letter from the War Office confirming his promotion 

to officer ranks. It read: 

“Lance Corporal Ernest Edward Laing has been accepted for admission to 12 Officer 

Cadet Battalion, to join at the Flatments, Newmarket on 1st December 1916”. 

The  regiment Ernest Laing joined as a Second Lieutenant was the 7th (Service) Battalion of 

the East Yorkshire Regiment. It was formed at Beverley on 16 September 1914 as part of 

Kitchener’s new army and came under orders of 50th Brigade, 17th (Northern) Division. On 

the14th of July 1915 they landed at Boulogne. The East Yorkshires were therefore in France 

for some time before Ernest Laing joined them. The medal card for Laing does not show 

when he himself went to France. The date of entry therein, which usually gives the date of a 

soldier’s arrival in the theatre of war has been misinterpreted by a clerk in 1922, and the date 

is that of the clerk’s entry! 

Ernest Laing’s medal roll card shows a date of being killed in action as 29th July 1917, but 

with the 7 crossed out and a 4 submitted. However, this was another mistake on the card and 

his date of death was indeed July 29th 1917. This is confirmed by the entry in the probate 

register, recording his will. Ernest’s Grandfather, Matthew (snr) was shown as the next of kin 

on his medal roll card. Matthew was still living until 1919 himself. By the time he died he 

had seen a son and two grandsons predecease him. Edward was shown in the probate register 

as leaving the sum of £91.19s7d, to Matthew Laing, ‘retired colliery manager’. 

At the time of his death the War office sent the normal telegram to the family, which every 

mother and father dreaded receiving. The telegram began, ‘ Deeply regret to inform you...’ in 

the normal way, but it was oddly addressed to just ‘Laing’ at Albert House, Bruntcliffe. It 

went on to explain that the War office had no record of next of kin and asked that the War 

Office be contacted with these details and their relationship to the soldier. 

Ernest’s grandfather replied immediately by telegram on August 2nd 1917. The telegram still 

exists in Laing’s files. It reads quite poignantly: 

“Dear Sir, 

Re Second Lieutenant E. E. Laing. 

We were much pained to receive your wire informing us of the death of the above, but 

thank you for sending the wire and for your kindly expression of sympathy. The father 

and mother of the deceased both passed away more than twenty years ago and he has 

since been brought up by myself and my wife, his grandmother and his aunt, our 

daughter. 

May we take it that you will send as many of our boy’s belongings as possible?” 

 



Unfortunately when enquiries were made with the shipping agents Cox and Co. it transpired 

that Ernest Laing had no effects to send to the grieving family. 

Although we know a good deal from Ernest’s service record, we do not know how he died. 

The East Yorkshire’s were in trenches near Rouex at the time and trench raids were taking 

place, but no record of Laing’s death can be found. 

The school magazine for 1918 records the death of Ernest Laing. It read:  

‘Ernest Laing was with us in 1904. He held a commission in the East Yorks. I remember 

him as a quiet boy from Morley, a neat player, a schoolmaster and a comrade on that 

day when we attended the funeral of our first casualty’ 

The first casualty from the school was of course Gilbert Pattison who was buried in Batley 

cemetery, in 1915, hence the ability of members of the school to attend the funeral.  

The telegram sent by Ernest’s grandfather in August 1917 was not the last correspondence he 

had with the War Office. As with thousands of relatives of soldiers who were killed there 

were personal accounts to be settled up. In September and October of 1917 Matthew Laing 

wrote to the War office to ask them if it was known whether Ernest had completed a will 

whilst in the army. He pointed out that if there was no will he would have to apply for 

‘Letters of Administration’ in order to complete his grandson’s affairs and to receive the £91-

19s-7d that was owing from his military service. Matthew Laing obtained the letters of 

administration from the court in Wakefield on November 16th 1917 and was able to settle his 

grandson’s affairs. 

Ernest Laing himself is buried at Browns Copse Cemetery in Rouex, France. Roeux was built 

over a system of caves which helped to make its capture in 1917 exceptionally difficult. It 

was attacked by the 9th (Scottish) Division without success on 12th April 1917. The chemical 

works close to the railway station were taken by the 51st (Highland) Division on 22nd April  

after incessant fighting. It was at this same period in time that Ernest Laing was killed in 

action in the Rouex area.  

Browns Copse Cemetery is named from a small copse (the Bois Rossignol) on its east side. 

Plots I to IV are composed almost entirely of graves cleared from the battlefield in the 

summer of 1917. Plots V to VIII were made after the Armistice when 850 graves were 

brought in from a wide area north and east of Arras. It was yet another cemetery designed by 

Sir Edwin Lutyens for the Commonwealth War Grave Commission. 



 

Ernest Laing is buried at Browns Copse Cemetery in Rouex in France 

 

 

 


