
Second Lieutenant James Norman Ellis (1898 -1917). 

Postscript 

Sergeant Ronald Ellis – Royal Flying Corps (1892-1917). 

 

There are two brothers by the name of Ellis on the Batley Grammar School Roll of Honour. 
James Norman Ellis was killed in 1917 whilst serving with the King’s Own Yorkshire Light 
Infantry. His brother Clifford Walker Ellis, who was killed serving with the same regiment, 
though a different battalion, on the first day of the Battle of the Somme in 1916. 

The Ellis’s had a third son in fact, an older brother to James and Clifford. He was named after 
his father, ‘George’. There is no record of George junior actually studying at Batley Grammar 
School, and indeed his two brothers were seemingly only at the school a short time before 
going off to Marlborough College. However, it would seem expedient to tell the story of 
George and his service during the First World War, if only to show just how a Yorkshire 
family suffered as a result of the death of their three sons within two years. 

Such a number of deaths within a family due to war service was not of course uncommon. 
There were no ‘Saving Private Ryan’ type heroics to help to keep at least one son alive 
during the Great War. 

Between 1916 and 1918 the Souls family of Great Rissington village in the Cotswolds would 

lose five brothers, aged between 20 and 30 years old to the war. Another family, the 

Beechey’s of Snarford in Lincolnshire would also lose five brothers to the war, with a sixth 

being maimed for life. All these losses were borne by the widow of the local rector after her 

husband died in 1912. There are probably many more examples in other towns and villages 

throughout the United Kingdom of several ‘brothers in arms’ leaving for war duty and never 

coming back.  

George Ellis was born on June 11th 1892, in Dewsbury. He qualified as a pilot at the military 
flying school at Shoreham in 1915. His rank on his flying certificate actually shows him as a 
Captain, but on his war grave record his rank is shown as a sergeant. A history of the 77th 
Squadron also shows that he was a sergeant.  

George was to join the fledgling Royal Flying Corps after initial service in the army with the 

Royal Field Artillery. He joined 77 Squadron, which was formed in October 1916 in 

Edinburgh. This Squadron was started as a Scottish home defence unit, in response to 

growing concerns that Zeppelin raids were now extending their targets to the northeast of 

England and into Scotland. Edinburgh itself had been attacked by Zeppelins on 2nd/3rd April 

1916 and 13 people had been killed, so the unit’s particular remit was to be the Firth of Forth 

area. 

The squadron’s first Commanding Officer was Major W Milne MC, who assumed command 

on October 10th 1916. Milne had been a Flight Commander with 25 Squadron in France in 



1916. He had achieved one of that unit’s very earliest aerial combat victories on May 17th 

but the action had left him wounded. 

To provide defensive patrolling, whilst its HQ remained in the capital, detachments were 

quickly formed at nearby Turnhouse, at Whiteburn (Grant’s House) and at New Haggerston 

near Berwick-upon-Tweed. This left the squadron’s bases spread over some 50 miles.  

It was in a BE2c, possibly on a training flight, in which the first really serious mishap befell 

the squadron, when its Commander, Major Milne, along with his passenger Lt GEC 

Collinson, were killed in a crash on 13th April 1917. Very little is known about what 

happened. It occurred on the day it is thought the unit were making a move to Turnhouse so 

the pair may have been on a travelling flight. 

In July 1917 the machines at New Haggerston moved on to Penston, where the other Flights 
would eventually amalgamate in January 1918. This airfield, to the east of Edinburgh, was to 
be the unit’s home for the next 18 months. 

Defensive patrolling and practice night flying continued, and this often dangerous work 
resulted in several crashes. This included a fatal one on July 26th 1917 when Sgt George 
Ellis, in a BE2e, A8671 aeroplane, fell into a spinning nose dive after stalling on a turn and 
crashed. He had been practicing his night flying. Another machine crashed the same day it 
seems. George was the second of the Ellis brothers of Mirfield to die. His brother James 
would die some six months later, in December 1917. 

The letters written by George Ellis (senior) to the War Office after the death of his sons make 
poignant reading in their files, as do the copies of the telegrams sent to the family to inform 
them of the death of their sons. George’s body was returned to the family for burial in 
Mirfield churchyard. 

George Ronald Ellis was not a Batley Grammar School boy as far as we know, but his two 
brothers certainly were. The family gave much in the service of their country. 

 

St Mary’s Church in Mirfield where George Ronald Ellis is buried. 


