
Second Lieutenant James Norman Ellis (1898 -1917). 

3rd Battalion, Attached to the 2nd Battalion, King’s Own 

Yorkshire Light Infantry. 

 
‘For almost the first time,  in the campaign of the battle of the mud (Passchendaele) there was a sense of 
discouragement  . . .Men felt that they were being sacrificed blindly, that such sledge-hammer tactics were 
too crude. . .There was a real ebb of confidence in British leadership’. 
 
John Buchan:  ‘History of the Great War’, quoted by David Lloyd George in his ‘War Memoirs’ (1936). 

 

James Norman Ellis (Norman) was the son of George and Elizabeth Ellis of Mirfield. He was 

born on March 23rd 1898.  James was one of three brothers who went to war and did not 

return. Strangely, only two are on the school Roll of Honour.  

In the 1901 census James was shown as being 3 years old. It is not known when he attended 

the school, but if it was around his tenth birthday it is likely that he came to the school in 



about 1908. Mention of James cannot be found on the 1911 census. He was not living with 

his family at the time according to the record. 

His brother Clifford was actually away at Marlborough College at the time of the 1911 

census and James wrote later on his application forms for a commission that he was educated 

at Marlborough school, though here is no trace of his name there on the 1911 census. The 

school magazine for 1918 clears up the mystery of which school he was at after Batley, even 

though he is not mentioned on the Marlborough School Roll. The magazine noted that: 

“As our last number was issued came news of the death in action of Second Liet. 

Norman Ellis, KOYLI. He was here in the 90’s and left us for Marlborough where he 

was a house captain and got his XV colours. On leaving Marlborough he went to cadet 

training, went out in September and was killed in December, being the third brother to 

lose his life”  

(The reference to him being at Batley in the 90’s is actually wrong as he was only born in 

1898). 

James’ medal records show that he served firstly as an officer cadet in the Oxford and 

Buckinghamshire Light Infantry Regiment, Number 6 Officer Cadet Battalion. This was 

based at Balliol College Oxford.  He signed his attestation papers for enlistment on October 

3rd 1916 in Dewsbury, at the age of 18 years and 6 months. He was then medically examined 

in Pontefract and on October 5th he was posted. He was shown on the attestation forms to be 

5’9” tall.  

As was the normal practice he was then discharged from the ‘Oxford and Bucks’ to take up a 

commission on January 24th 1917. Ellis was given a commission in the King’s Own 

Yorkshire Light Infantry, (KOYLI), in 1917. His appointment as a Second Lieutenant was 

noted in the London Gazette of February 5th of that year. His first battalion posting was to the 

3rd Battalion of the KOYLI’s but he was soon attached to the second battalion. The fact that 

the 3rd Battalion seems to have been a home based battalion may explain why he was 

transferred to the 2nd Battalion, as they were overseas in France and needed reinforcements 

continually.  

If the short article in the school magazine is to be believed in its other details, (after getting 

the date of his attendance at school wrong), it would seem that ‘Norman’ Ellis’ life at the 

front as an officer was very short. He is recorded on the Commonwealth War Graves Records 

as having died on December 1st 1917. However, his medal record card shows that he was 

‘Dec’d – K in A’ 2-12-17’, or ‘deceased’ and ‘killed in action’ on December 2nd 1917. 

The circumstances of the attack which led to his death are these. At 01.55 hours on the bright, 

moonlit night of  December  2nd 1917, the 2nd Battalion of The King's Own Yorkshire Light 

Infantry attacked as part of the only large-scale night offensive during the entire 

Paschendaele campaign. The men moved out towards the German front from positions some 

500 yards off into the fields north of the current Paschendaele New British Cemetery wall, 

moving diagonally cross country towards the north-east. 



The moonlight lit the men of the 2nd Battalion up easily and they were seen immediately as 

soon as they rose to the attack and were cut down by cross fire from German machine-guns 

sited in a string of shell holes and the rubble of several farm buildings. The battalions on 

either side of the KOYLI - 2nd Rifle Brigade to the right and 16th Highland Light Infantry to 

the left - lost direction and everyone cut across each other's lines as they all struggled forward 

into the swamp.  

The attack failed with very heavy losses. Almost all the battalion's officers and senior NCOs 

became casualties. Six officers and twenty-three men were killed with 120 men wounded and 

forty-one missing. Later revisions put the total number of killed at fifty-two. 

 

The War Memorial at Mirfield which bears James Norman Ellis’ name. 

The author, R. C. Bond has written of the experiences of the KOYLI’s in his book ‘The 

King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry in the Great War’. From pages 911-912, we are given a 

good account of exactly how 2nd Lieutenant James ‘Norman’ Ellis met his untimely death. He 

writes: 

“D was the left company. The remnant were taken in hand by Sergeant Horne, who 

found himself in touch with the 16 Highland Light Infantry upon his left. He joined up 

with the right company of that battalion and went on with the Highlanders to attack 

two pill boxes which were in their front. Nothing had been seen of Captain Forde who 

had been in command of the company, since going the first 250 yards.2nd Lieutenant J. 

N. Ellis of the company joined him and together they made two attempts to take the pill 

boxes but both 2nd Lieutenant Ellis and his platoon sergeant were killed and the attacks 

failed. Except for the Headquarters officers Captain Hassell was the only officer left 

with the battalion.” 



It would seem that the reason for the discrepancy in the date of James Norman Ellis’ death is 

because the attack took place overnight, and therefore his death may well have taken place 

late on one day or early on the next. Either way, this account of his death showed that he was 

attempting to capture or destroy a pill box firing on his men and was therefore extremely 

brave.  

The war diary for the 2nd Battalion of the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry actually 

clears up the date of Ellis’s death. The battalion were at Irish Farm on December 1st 1917, 

readying themselves for an attack against the enemy in their trenches north east of 

Paschendaele. Zero hour for the attack to commence was set at 1-55am on the 2nd of 

December. The diarist for the battalion noted that: 

“The essence of the attack was the element of surprise. The night was very bright and 

moonlight (sic) and there is no doubt that all movement could be seen at a short 

distance. As soon as the battalion advanced to the assault it came under very heavy 

machine gun fire and shelling, owing to which the casualties, particularly amongst 

officers and non commissioned officers were heavy”. 

The completion of the war diary for the day’s events proved difficult for the adjutant writing 

it, as there were few survivors to tell the tales of what each company had done during the 

attack. ‘D’ Company’s actions were recounted to the adjutant by Sergeant Horne; 

“D Company, No 3, or left Company, left the tape in perfect order and immediately 

came under heavy machine gun fire. He lost twelve men before going fifty yards. He was 

in touch with the 16th Highland Light Infantry on his left, the right company of which 

advanced across his front and the two companies became mixed up. He went forward 

with his four men until he reached two pill boxes. At this time he had three men of his 

platoon left...”. 

Sergeant Horne recounted how he could see his own company commander. Captain H.R. 

Forde, some distance off, but after a very light went up he was unable to reach him and never 

saw him again. At this time Sergeant Horne came into contact with James Norman Ellis. 

He reported to the adjutant: 

“After this he got in touch with no. 13 platoon, commanded by 2nd Lieutenant J.N. Ellis 

and they made an attempt to take the pill boxes but were unable to find an entrance. 

Here Second Lieutenant Ellis and his platoon sergeant were killed”. 

James Ellis was one of two officers killed, with two more dying of wounds later that day. 

Twelve other officers were wounded and a further two were missing. In other ranks the 

casualties for the day were shown as, eighteen killed, 5 died of wounds, 120 wounded and 41 

missing. It had been a bad day for the 2nd Battalion ‘KOYLI’, but it was a sad day also for the 

Ellis family of  Mirfield who were to receive the third telegram of the war announcing a son’s 

death, two in the same year of 1917. 



They had heard of their son Clifford’s death on the Somme in the summer of 1916. Then their 

oldest son Ronald George had been killed whilst training as a Royal Flying Corps pilot in 

Scotland in July of 1917. Now, some four months later they were in the position of hearing 

about the death of their only surviving son. 

The telegram from the War Office informing the family of Norman’s death is dated 

December 8th 1917. Once again George replied, as he had done upon hearing of Clifford’s 

death. He acknowledged receipt of the ‘wire’ and asked if ‘ further particulars’ could be sent 

by return. Unfortunately the War office could give no particulars as to how his son had died 

and replied by telegram on December 9th 1917, advising the Ellis’s to contact their son’s 

commanding officer for details of his death. 

Once again also George Ellis and his wife had the unenviable task of clearing up another 

son’s affairs. They used the same solicitors, Chadwick and Nicholson of  Dewsbury to 

request receipt of the sum of £71-16s-3d, owing from their son’s army account. 

‘Norman’ Ellis is buried in Tyne Cot Cemetery, northern France. His name is also 

commemorated on the Mirfield War Memorial. 

 

Tyne Cot Cemetery, France. 


