
Private Lawrence Ellis (1899 – 1918). 

15th Battalion Durham Light Infantry. 

‘The offensive opened on March 21; British losses were very heavy and the German attacks were aided by 
fog and the British troops were tired and bewildered.  They had been heavily outnumbered and most of 

them were untrained in open warfare’. 
 

Sir Llewellyn Woodward:  ‘Great Britain and the War of 1914-1918’. (1967). 

 

The name Ellis L. Is found on the Pozieres Memorial. 

Lawrence Ellis (sometimes spelt as ‘Laurence’ in documents) was born on February 10th 

1899, in Ossett. He was from a family of stone masons who came from that small town. His 

parents were Blakeley and Emma Ellis. 

Looking back on censuses from when Blakeley was a child it can be seen that the family 

were brought up as  church goers. Joseph, Blakeley’s father and thus Lawrence’s Grandfather 

was shown in the 1871 census as a mason, but also a United Free Church Lay Preacher.  In 

the 1881 census he was shown as a builder and United Methodist Free Church preacher. 

Arthur, mentioned in Blakeley’s will in 1925 was another brother who was also a stone 

mason by trade. Lawrence was baptised in the United Methodist Church in Dale Street 

Ossett, a few streets away from his home.  



In 1891 the Ellis family were well established in Ryecroft Street, Ossett. Blakeley, 

Lawrence’s father, was married by this time and lived with his wife Emma, and three 

children. He was shown as being a stone mason and bricklayer. Living next door to Blakeley 

in Ryecroft Street was his brother Moses and his family. Moses was in the stone mason trade.  

like his father and brother. 

The 1901 census shows the Ellis family still living at Ryecroft Street in Ossett.  Blakeley and 

Emma Ellis had six children by this time. Lawrence was one of three sons and three 

daughters.  Blakeley was 42 years old and  shown as working as a mason and bricklayer, but 

as an employer also. His 16 year old son Joseph was shown as a mason and probably worked 

for him.  

By the 1911 census Blakeley and Emma were still living at their Ryecroft Street address in 

Ossett with 5 of their children. Lawrence Ellis was shown as being ‘at school’. This would 

have been a primary school, as the Batley Grammar School magazine for 1917 shows that he 

entered Batley Grammar School in the summer of 1911.  

Lawrence Ellis enlisted in the army in Dewsbury, though we do not know the exact date. As 

he was very young even by the last year of the war in 1918, he was to join one of the 

‘Graduated Battalions’ which trained young soldiers before sending them on to associated 

battalions. The medal record for Lawrence Ellis shows that he was a member of the Durham 

Light Infantry but also of the ‘Graduated Battalion’ of that regiment. On 27th October 1917, 

the Graduated and Young Soldier Battalions were allotted to 23 Infantry Regiments. The 

battalions were numbered 51st and 52nd for the Graduated Battalions and 53rd for the Young 

Soldier Battalion. Graduated Battalions had been created in summer 1917 to provide 

specialist training to infantrymen under the age of 19 who had completed their basic training.  

It is likely that Lawrence was with the 52nd Graduated Battalion as that was the one with links 

to Northumbrian regiments. 

Lawrence Ellis became a soldier with the 15th Battalion of the Durham Light Infantry after 

his transfer from the Graduated Battalions. He died on March 21st 1918, the first day of the 

Kaiserschlacht (Kaisers Battle) or Spring Offensive by the Germans.  

Although his record on the ‘War Graves Project’ which takes photographs of all soldiers’ 

graves, states that he is the son of the ‘Late’ Blakeley Ellis, we know that his father did not 

die until 1925 and therefore this entry must have been made in the registers after this time. 

Blakeley’s probate record tells us the date of his death was 1925. 

In some documents the date of death for Lawrence Ellis is shown as 31st March, some ten 

days later than the 21st March recorded in the Commonwealth War Graves records. The 

discrepancy is likely to be a misprint and his date of death was most likely March 21st 1918. 

His body was never recovered and he is commemorated on the Pozieres Memorial in France. 

On March 21st 1918 the German army launched massive attacks on allied lines and the 15th 

Battalion of the Durham Light Infantry were in the lines facing one such attack. The War 

Diary for the battalion tells us that they were in positions west of Vaucelette Farm when the 



Germans launched their attacks. The diary shows that the battalion were in reserve for the 

first three weeks of March, with no activity being recorded. Then, on March 21st 1918 the 

entries change and the battalion were moved into the line, indicating that there was 

intelligence about the German attacks that were imminent. Ironically the first entry in the 

diary shows that ‘2nd Lieutenant Donaldson was departing the regiment for six months leave’, 

which seems to have been a long period of leave, but the officer must have been pleased with 

his luck when he read of the casualties to his own battalion on that day. 

The entry for March 21st 1918 continues: 

“ At 5am the battalion moved to the Brown Line East of Heudicourt, passing through a 

gas cloud as we were leaving Heudicourt. During the day the Brown Line was subjected 

to heavy shell fire.” 

The next page in the war diary makes stark reading as it details the casualties sustained by the 

15th Battalion in the three days between March 21st and March 24th 1918. A total of four 

officers were killed, or died of wounds and thirteen were either wounded or missing. In 

numbers for other ranks, the numbers killed are quite low for such a sustained attack on them. 

However, the very high number of missing shows that actual deaths for the day were likely to 

be much higher as stock was taken of who was actually killed and not merely missing. Other 

ranks killed in the three days of fighting were recorded as twenty nine, with four dying of 

wounds. In terms of other ranks missing the number was extremely high, most probably 

succumbing to the bombardment on the British lines. Those missing were recorded as two 

hundred and twenty six, with one more than that number listed as wounded at two hundred 

and twenty seven. 

In trying to regain their positions which the Germans had taken earlier in the day the battalion 

commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel H. W. Festing, was killed. The Durhams had to 

repulse several attacks on their lines, and a fierce bombardment supporting the German 

attacks, before they eventually had to withdraw from their positions to a village called 

Templeux La Fosse. They had managed to repulse the German attacks through use of Lewis 

guns and rifle fire. 

It is likely that Private Lawrence Ellis was killed during the day’s attacks on the Durhams by 

the German army, or by their initial bombardments. The body of Private Ellis was never 

found and his name is recorded on the Pozieres memorial. He is also shown on the war 

memorial in the town of Ossett. 



 

Pozieres  Memorial. 

The idea of a war memorial was first suggested in October 1917 by the then Ossett Mayor, 

Alderman G.F. Wilson who called a public meeting to discuss the possibility of a permanent 

memorial to commemorate those men from the town who had died in the Great War.  

After years of discussion about how to commemorate their war dead, Ossett's war memorial 

was finally unveiled on Remembrance Day, Sunday, the 11th November 1928. Despite the 

heavy rain, a large crowd gathered. After Lord Lascelles removed the union jack, which 

covered the statue, speeches were made, and a bugler sounded the Last Post, and then after a 

short period of silence, the Reveille was played. The national anthem and hymns were then 

sung.  

 

 

The War Memorial in Ossett, West Yorkshire. 

 


