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And started blazing wildly ... then a bang 

Crumpled and spun him sideways, knocked him out 

To grunt and wriggle: none heeded him; he choked 

And fought the flapping veils of smothering gloom, 

Lost in a blurred confusion of yells and groans ... 

Down, and down, and down, he sank and drowned, 

Bleeding to death. The counter-attack had failed. 

Counter Attack : Siegfried Sassoon 1918. 

 

Edwin Percy Stead was born in 1879 to Edwin and Jane Stead. Edwin (snr) had been born in 

Bradford, and interestingly for the time, had married Jane Hiddlestone, a girl from Dumfries. 

Edwin (snr) was a worsted carding overlooker in the textile mills. 



At the time of the1881 census Jane was looking after their new born son James Arthur, who 

was Edwin’s younger brother. Edwin Percy was one year old at the time of the census. Jane’s 

mother, also a Jane, was living with the family, having moved from her native Dumfries. The 

Steads lived in Smith Street, Gomersal in 1881. 

By 1891 the family had moved to Queen Street Gomersal. Edwin senior was still a worsted 

overlooker in the mills and Edwin Percy was 11 years old at this time and likely to have been  

attending the school.  

The Stead family grew to six children by 1901, and probably outgrowing their home in 

Gomersal, they moved to nearby Bradford Road, Birkenshaw. The older members of the 

family were seemingly engaged in selling worsted by this time as commercial travellers. 

Edwin Percy was shown to be a salesman of woollen yarn, at twenty five years of age. 

By 1911 the whole Stead family had moved to Bradford. There were 6 brothers and sisters, of 

whom 4 were in employment. Edwin senior was by now a commercial traveller in worsted 

yarns but Edwin Percy was a commercial clerk in merchant shipping, probably dealing in the 

wool trade. One sister was a photographic retoucher and a further son was a commercial 

traveller, like their father. This pooling of resources from several jobs probably allowed the 

family to move to a large Edwardian villa type house in Bradford at 332 Killinghall Road.  

By 1916 Edwin Percy Stead had joined the army. Unfortunately his war record did not 

survive the blitz. However, his medal record card does exist and it is informative in that it 

notes his service number with the 1/5th Battalion of the Prince of Wales’s Own West 

Yorkshire Regiment. His number was 40296. This number means that he was likely to have 

enlisted in the army in late 1915. The 1/5th Battalion was a Territorial Army Battalion which 

existed before the outbreak of the war, with headquarters at York. 

The medal record for Edwin Percy Stead does not state that he was qualified for the 1914-15 

Star for service abroad, as some other medal records do. Therefore it is likely that he went to 

France after January 1st 1916. Recruits from the West Yorkshire Regiment were trained in 

Whitley Bay in Northumberland at this time and then sent to France. Edwin would probably 

have taken this route. 

At the start of October 1918 the 1st/5th Battalion had been out of the line in the Arras area 

training in "the advance to contact" with rifles, grenades and Lewis guns. On October 8th 

they marched to the Cagnicourt area and on the next day marched to Raillencourt. On the 

10th October 1918 they marched to Morenchies and were warned to prepare for an advance 

from the village of Iwuy.   

The battalion war diary for October 11th 1918 notes: 

“The attack which had been launched N.E. of Cambrai by the 4th Canadian Infantry 

Brigade had reached the high ground S.E. of Iwuy and the attack was to be resumed 

from the then present front line, with the 147th Brigade on the right and the 146th 

Brigade on the left”. 



At 02-30 in the early hours of the 11th October they moved up to their assembly position on 

the single road leading from Iwuy to Avesnes-le-Sec. The enemy had the higher ground and 

shelled the assembly area intermittently at 07-30. At zero hour, 0900, the artillery barrage 

opened and the battalion advanced. 

The enemy opened with artillery firing gas shells and machine guns, but the advance was not 

halted and prisoners were taken with enemy machine-guns captured and silenced. At 10-

05am the enemy counter attacked from the railway line on front of Avesnes accompanied by 

tanks. This caused a pause in the advance while machine-gunners tackled the enemy tanks 

which were driven off at 10-4am causing the enemy to withdraw five minutes later. 

The objective for the 5th Battalion was to capture the higher ground north of Haspres. They 

were detailed in Brigade Reserve, to advance behind the attack itself, which was to be carried 

out firstly by their sister battalion the 7th West Yorkshires. 

The strength of the battalion when it started the attack on October 11th  1918 was 10 officers 

and 554 other ranks. At thirty minutes after zero hour the 5th battalion moved forward in 

formation but they soon came under very heavy machine gun fire. The main machine gun 

was silenced by the Lewis guns of the battalion and they were then able to advance towards 

their objective. The war diary notes: 

“During this advance to the sunken road the battalion went through the enemy barrage 

which was very heavy and included a considerable amount of gas” 

Casualties were lighter than if the battalion had been the main force in the attack. Losses 

were two officers wounded and eight other ranks killed, with 46 other ranks wounded. 

Edwin Percy Stead was killed on October 11th 1918, during the engagement near the villages 

of Avesnes and Iwuy. Whether Edwin was killed in the fierce barrage sent up by the Germans 

or in the attack which the British began at 9 am is not known. It may be that he survived both 

and was killed in the German counter attack later in the morning. We shall never know. His 

medal record card notes ‘K in A 11.10.18’ simply indicating that he met his death on October 

11th 1918, just one month before the November 11th armistice. 

Edwin Stead was buried at Niagra Cemetery, Iwuy, in France. It contains the graves of more 

than 200 British and Canadians. The Communal Cemetery already existed as it had been 

created by the Germans when they occupied the village. The Iwuy Cemetery was used by the 

51st Division and contains more than100 British graves. Of the 11 men of the 5th Battalion 

who died on 11th October 1918, two were buried at Niagara, six were buried at Vis-en-Artois 

and the remaining three were buried at Raillencourt, Glageon or St Aubert.  

By the time of his death the rest of the Stead family had moved to 133 Willmer Road, Heaton 

in Bradford. Edwin (Snr) had died by this time. Edwin Percy left a will, unlike many soldiers 

at the time.  He left £1443.0s.1d. To his mother Jane, now a widow. The school magazine 

noted Edwin’s death: 



“Edwin Percy Stead was killed in action at Iwuy on October 11th 1918. He was here 

about 1893, coming from Clough House, Gomersal”.  

On the same page, under ‘Old Boys News’ the editor lament that he hopes that this will end 

the list of our losses, adding that fifty seven old boys and one of the staff have gone. Sadly, 

he was somewhat short in his calculations! 

 

The Cemetery at Iwuy, France. 


