
Lance Corporal William Arthur  Sheard (1896-1918). 

1st/8th Battalion Durham Light Infantry. 

‘The experience of near-starvation in the prisoner-of-war camps of a semi-starving nation proved an 

experience that not all would survive...from the point of view of the army command, men taken prisoner 

were a more serious loss than those going wounded: for a proportion of the wounded would in time return 

to the front line, but the prisoners, like the dead, would not’.     

Trevor Wilson:  ‘The Myriad Faces of War’.  (1986). 

 

William Arthur Sheard was the son of Simon Sheard, a Dewsbury gardener, who had married 

Elizabeth Ann Terry in 1889. William was born seven years later in the winter of 1896. 

Simon Sheard was born illegitimately to Elizabeth Sheard in 1867. By 1881 Simon was 

living with the Dewhirst family in Dewsbury, his mother presumably had died and he was an 

apprentice gardener, probably working with Edward Goldthorpe who lived two doors away 



from him and had no son to hand on his skills to. The marriage certificate for Simon Sheard 

and Elizabeth in 1889 shows her as a weaver and Simon as a gardener.  

The 1901 census records the Sheard family living at 85 Bradford Road Batley. The family 

consisted of one son, William, and a daughter, Sarah who was 3 years old. William Sheard 

would have been at Batley Grammar School in about 1907 therefore, living in Bradford 

Road, it would have been a walk to school, although by 1911 the family had moved to 

number 177 Bradford Road, Batley. 

William stayed at Batley Grammar School until at least 1911 and then joined his father in his 

landscape gardening business. He joined the army in 1915, and his occupation on his 

attestation papers is shown as ‘market gardener’. William’s army papers actually survived the 

destruction of many papers from that era during the blitz of the Second World War and so we 

know a little about him from those. He was attested into the Kings Own Yorkshire Light 

Infantry on December 12th 1915, at the age of nineteen years and ten months. 

Like many of his compatriots William was a short man, standing at 5’5 ½  inches tall. He 

signed his joining up forms in Pontefract in December 1916 but they were completed by the 

Battalion in January 1916. Although joining a Yorkshire regiment at first William was soon 

to be transferred to the Northumberland Fusiliers, and then again to the Durham Light 

Infantry. His medal record card shows that he held three separate regimental numbers with 

these two regiments. However, it does not mention his Yorkshire Light Infantry service, 

probably because this was so short in time. His number in that regiment was 27162, as 

confirmed by the register’ UK Soldiers, Died in the First World War’. 

On October 20th 1916 William Sheard was transferred to the 1/8th Battalion of the Durham 

Light Infantry. Unfortunately the surviving four page record of William Sheard tells us little 

about his army service after joining up. However, the school magazine recorded in 1919 that 

‘Arthur’ Sheard, as William was known, (not to be confused with an actual ‘Arthur Sheard’ 

who died in the war and is on the Roll of Honour), had been taken as a prisoner of war in 

May of 1918. It noted: 

“(Arthur Sheard) ...in whose case we rejoiced to mark a missing man ‘prisoner‘ has 

died under German hands before his chance of return could come. Sheard joined up in 

January 1915 and went through without a scratch, to be taken prisoner on May 27th last 

year and died on October 31st. He was in business as a florist with his father and took a 

very active part in the choir and school at Cambridge Street. Comment in these pages is 

beyond me!”  

In May of 1918 the 8th Battalion of the Durham Light Infantry were sent to what was thought 

to be a quiet sector of the line near Craonne, France. 

After four days the Battalion moved out to the support area, which consisted of billets in the 

deserted village of Chaudardes. Here concerts were organised, there was bathing in the Aisne 

Canal, the band played selections in the centre of the village, and it was even possible to do a 

certain amount of training when the enemy's observation balloons were not up. 



Nothing untoward occurred until the evening of the 26th May 1918, when a message was 

received to the effect that a prisoner had stated that after a three hours' bombardment the 

enemy was going to attack at 4 a.m. on the 27th. Observers also reported that towards dusk 

the roads behind the enemy's line were black with troops. The situation appeared to be so 

improbable that it was difficult to regard it as serious. The necessary precautions were taken, 

however, reserves of ammunition were sent forward, surplus personnel were sent down to the 

transport lines, and everybody warned to be on the alert. 

Promptly at 1 a.m. on the 27th the enemy barrage began The Germans flooded the whole area 

to a depth of about 3,000 yards with high explosive, shrapnel, and gas shells. Even the stores 

and transport, as was afterwards disclosed, were shelled out of Muscourt, which was many 

miles back, south of the Aisne. 

The War Diary for the 5th Battalion Yorkshire Regiment, serving nearby the Durhams  

records that the days leading up to May 27th 1918 were relatively quiet in the trenches with 

few casualties sustained. However, the entry for May 27th reads: 

“Enemy attacked at 4-20am.Barrage commenced at 1-00am”. 

There followed a list of twenty officers from Lieutenant Colonel to Second Lieutenants who 

were missing in action, including an officer from the United States Marine Corps who was 

presumably on liaison attachment with the 5th battalion. The number of other ranks missing 

from that battalion was 638 on that one day. Many of these would certainly have died in the 

bombardment and the attack, but it seems that hundreds of soldiers from the various 

regiments guarding Craonne were taken prisoner on that one day. An addendum to the May 

section of the 8th Durhams’ war diary tells of how the attack developed: 

The commanding officer of the battalion, Lt. Colonel Phil Kirkup, writing the war diary for 

the 8th Durham Light Infantry, found it necessary to write the separate appendices to the 

monthly war diary as the day of the 27th had been so chaotic. He noted that: 

“The enemy attacked at 4-30am from Soissons to Rheims” 

Under a section entitled ‘The story of Aisne Battle May 27th 1918’ an account of the chaos of 

the day is recounted in the diary: 

“The battalion was completely disorganised in the forward area and only 10% of the 

troops crossed the Aisne from the south side. From information collected to date it is 

understood that the casualties were very heavy in the front two companies. 

The enemy’s main advance appeared to come over the plain to the S.E. of teh battalion 

position and completely surrounded the two forward companies ‘C’ Company in the 

redoubt were in a better position to fight but they had already sustained heavy 

casualties from the preliminary bombardment. 

There is no information available regarding the fighting of any other company as all 

officers are missing and particularly all other ranks”. 



The chaos and confusion of the day’s fighting was summed up by the commanding 

officer, Lieutenant Colonel Kirkup, when he wrote that the story of the battle for that 

day was really a story of the officers gathering together what men they could and 

fighting the enemy in a series of individual battles in different localities”. 

Casualties for the 8th Durham Light Infantry for the date of May 27th 1918 were recorded in 

the war diary as being 7 Killed 70 wounded and 371 other ranks missing. These numbers did 

not include the officers who were killed, wounded or taken prisoner.  

It was during this unexpected attack that many prisoners were taken by the Germans from 

several battalions along the Craonne front.  One of them being William Arthur Sheard. 

Several other Durham Battalions also lost prisoners on this one day, in fact almost all of the 

officers taken prisoner from the 5th, 6th and 8th Battalions of the Durhams in the whole of the 

war, were taken prisoner on that one day, May 27th 1918. Ironically William Sheard may well 

have survived the war after being taken prisoner, as many men were on both sides, however, 

he was sadly to die in the prison camp to which he was sent, some months later. 

William ‘Arthur’ Sheard is recorded as dying on October 21st 1918. Whether this was from 

wounds received in the fighting in May is not clear. However, the date of his death certainly 

fits in with the influenza epidemic sweeping Europe at that time. He was buried in a German 

held cemetery at Niederzwehren in Kassel.  

The cemetery was begun by the Germans in 1915 for the burial of prisoners of war who died 

at the local camp. During the war almost 3,000 Allied soldiers and civilians, including 

French, Russian and Commonwealth, were buried there. In 1922-23 it was decided that the 

graves of Commonwealth servicemen who had died all over Germany should be brought 

together into four permanent cemeteries. Niederzwehren was one of those chosen and in the 

following four years, more than 1,500 graves were brought into the cemetery from 190 burial 

grounds in Baden, Bavaria, Hanover, Hesse and Saxony. There are now 1,796 First World 

War servicemen buried or commemorated in the Commonwealth plot at Niederzwehren. This 

total includes special memorials to 13 casualties buried in other cemeteries in Germany 

whose graves could not be found. 

The name of William A. Sheard is commemorated on the Batley Town Centre War 

Memorial, on the same panel as his fellow Batley Lads, Lawrence Ryan, Arthur Sheard and 

Clifford Speight.  



Niederzwehren Military Cemetery, South of  Hanover, Germany. 


