
Corporal William Balmforth (1889 – 1915). 

Duke of Wellington’s West Riding Regiment 1/4th Battalion 

‘The Germans had special regimental snipers, trained in camouflaging themselves.                                               

Few of our battalions attempted to get control of the sniping situation’. 

Robert Graves:  ‘Goodbye to All That’. 

 

William Balmforth came to Batley Grammar School as a twelve year old in the Spring Term 

of 1901. Born in 1889, the 1901 census showed him living with his family in Springfield 

Cottage, Cleckheaton. At that time he had one sister, who at 10 was two years younger than 

himself. 

His mother Ada’s maiden name was Russell prior to marrying Harry Balmforth. In 1901 

Ada’s brother Fred also lived with them. Harry Balmforth was a carpenter and joiner at the 

time the 1901 census was taken. Ten years later the Balmforth family had moved house to 17 

Church Lane Cleckheaton. This was probably a larger house, which had become attainable 

due to Harry Balmforth still being a carpenter, but also branching out as an undertaker. A 

further daughter had joined the family by 1911, with the birth of Annie Russell Balmforth in 

1904. 



William had reached the age of 20 by the time of the 1911 census and his occupation then 

was shown as ‘Teaching Prof (elementary)’, an addition notes that the school was a county 

council school. 

William Balmforth would certainly have been one of the first old boys of the school to join 

the colours. His medal record tells us that by April 14th 1915, he had landed in France with 

his regiment. He had joined the 1/4th Battalion of the Duke of Wellington’s West Riding 

Regiment, which was raised at first in Halifax upon the outbreak of the war in August 1914. 

However, William was to enlist in his home town of Cleckheaton, when the recruiting officer 

for the regiment came to the town. Over the winter of 1914 the regiment trained in South 

Yorkshire and Lincolnshire before being sent overseas to France via Folkestone and 

Bolougne in April 1915. William must have shown some potential by this time as he was 

promoted to Corporal. 

The ‘Dukes’ as they were nicknamed were due to have their first taste of battle on April 22nd 

1915, but on the same day the Germans launched their first ever gas attack against the 

Canadians further north than their own position. As a consequence troops were sent north to 

reinforce the Canadians in anticipation of an attack by the Germans. 

The battle of Aubers Ridge, which the ‘Dukes’ were to take part in, was therefore postponed 

until May 9th 1915. The author of the Regimental History, Captain P. G. Bales, wrote in 

1920 that ‘..when the attack finally came the Battalion were held in reserve, and very few 

shells fell near their position’. 

Bales noted that the battle was to carry on for the next few days further south than their 

position but really the 4th Battalion Duke of Wellington’s were not too affected by it. There 

was one exception however, when on May 10th 1915, a large hole was blown in C 

Company’s parapet by a German shell. Bales reports what happened next: 

“It was then that Captain E. E. Sykes had his first chance of showing that absolute 

fearlessness and supreme contempt for danger which later became a by word for the 

battalion. In full view of the extremely accurate enemy snipers, who shot two of the men 

who were helping him, he built up a rough barricade which served until darkness 

allowed the breech to be properly repaired.”  

One of the two soldiers shot during this repair was William Balmforth. He was to die of his 

wounds just 5 days later on May 15th 1915. Sadly, his name is not mentioned in the 

regimental history, with the practice of naming injuries and deaths of officers and not injuries 

to other ranks widely used in regimental documents such as war diaries. 

The school magazine for April 1915 recorded his death with the following paragraph: 

‘Corporal W. Balmforth, of the West Riding Field Artillery was killed at the end of 

May. He had lately been acting as a private tutor and had been accepted for St John’s 

College Battersea for next September. He was a county major scholar and was at school 

from September 1901 to July 1904’. (1) 



Corporal 1069 Balmforth died of wounds in hospital at Merville after being shot in the head. 

He was 26 years old. He is buried at Mervilles Communal Cemetery in France. He had been 

in France for just over a month! The sentiment on his Commonwealth War Grave headstone 

reads, ‘Peace. Perfect Peace’. 

 

 

Mervilles Communal Cemetery, France. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(1).The school magazine roll of honour in 1917 records the spring date of joining the school, but the 

1915 entry deems it to have been September 1901. 


