
Private Robert Ramsden Barber (1900-1918). 

8th Training reserve Battalion, Kings Own Yorkshire Light 

Infantry. 

To-day we have naming of parts. Yesterday, 
We had daily cleaning. And to-morrow morning, 
We shall have what to do after firing. But to-day, 

To-day we have naming of parts. Japonica 
Glistens like coral in all of the neighbouring gardens, 

And to-day we have naming of parts. 

Henry Reed: ‘The Naming of Parts’. 

 

The name Robert R. Barber is to be found on his grave in  Batley Cemetery. 

Although Robert Ramsden Barber was a soldier in the First World War, he never left England 

and did not see active service. As a young man born in 1900, he was just old enough to join 

one of the training battalions that were established near the end of the war in 1918. 

Robert Ramsden Barber was born in Heckmondwike on September 26th 1900.  His parents 

were Joseph and Amy Barber. Joseph worked in a machine shop in 1901. At that time Robert 

had one older sister but the family was to grow to 5 children by 1911. They lived at 81 

Cemetery Road, Heckmondwike. At the time of Robert’s birth Joseph was shown on the 

baptism register as a labourer. However, Joseph had come from a family of textile workers.  



By 1911 the family had moved to Burslem in the potteries. Robert’s time at Batley Grammar 

School may well have been after coming back from there, where presumably the father had 

gone because of his job as an electrical engineman. He had obviously learnt a trade by 1911 

and was shown in the census as working as an ‘Eectrical Engineman’ in a colliery. The 

family lived at Norton Terrace Burslem, which no longer exists. This is one further example 

of the mobility of families at the time. Many of the families of boys on the roll of honour had 

moved either from or to Batley because of job prospects, be they vicars, textile workers or 

colliery workers. 

 

A younger sister was born in Burslem and so Robert was probably not old enough to be at 

Batley before they went to Burslem and the family moved back to Yorkshire some time 

before 1918, where he would have attended Batley Grammar School. No records exist to 

show when he came to the school. The family lived at 8 Upton Street, Cross Bank, Batley 

when they returned from Staffordshire. 

As with his school enrolment, so it is with his army enlistment. No records of Robert’s 

enlistment exist, so we do not know the date that he joined the army. Because he was 

probably under the age of 18 when he did join up he was drafted into the 53rd Young Soldiers 

Battalion of the King’s Own Light Infantry. This had been the 8th Training Reserve Battalion. 

53rd (Young Soldier) Battalion. Up to 27th October 1917 this was known as the 8th Young 

Soldier Battalion and had no regimental affiliation. Before that it had been 11th (Reserve) 

Battalion of the King's Own (Yorkshire Light Infantry). A basic recruit training unit based at 

Cannock Chase, it was part of the 2nd Reserve Brigade. By November 1918 it had moved to 

Clipstone Camp. 



 

A patriotic postcard of the time promoting Clipstone Camp, Mansfield. 

We do not know Robert’s whereabouts prior to his death in detail, apart from the fact that by 

October 1918 he was based at Clipstone camp near Mansfield in Nottinghamshire. We do 

know that he had enlisted at Pontefract as many soldiers on the roll did. 

Clipstone was a small town in Nottinghamshire prior to the outbreak of the First World War. 

It was a colliery town, with a pit that had been opened in 1912. The land around Clipstone 

was owned in large part by the Duke of Portland, who made an area of land available to the 

army in order to build the camp when war broke out. Clipstone was to become a major 

training camp for the army during the First World War, and it generated a lot of income for 

the local Mansfield economy too. By November of 1914 a local company had secured the 

contract to build the site and troops began to arrive at first to tented rows during early 1915.  

The first troops to arrive were the University and Public School Regiment in May 1915 and it 

has been estimated that 20,000-30,000 men passed through the camp before it closed in 1919. 

The camp was served by a railway station with regular services to Mansfield and a church for 

900 worshippers was built in April 1916. Mansfield became a ‘garrison town’ and benefited 

economically from the large numbers of service personnel on its doorstep.  

By the end of the war thousands of soldiers could be accommodated at the camp. As such it 

was probably a breeding ground for infection and disease, and it was such an infection that 

led to the eventual death of Robert Ramsden Barber. 



 

Clipstone Camp, Mansfield. 

Between July and November 1918 a particularly virulent strain of the influenza that was 

sweeping the world at the time claimed the lives of dozens of soldiers at Clipstone camp. 

Death certificates written for many young soldiers from the period are registered in 

Southwell, Nottinghamshire, the registration district for the camp. 

 

 

 



An obituary for Robert Ramsden Barber was published in the Batley Reporter on November 

8th 1918, showing that he had returned from Burslem to his native Batley and was working as 

a cinema projectionist when he joined the army. His funeral in Batley Cemetery was a 

military one, with soldiers from Pontefract making a guard of honour. 

The Times newspaper of December 14th 1918 carried the obituaries of several officers, one of 

whom was Captain John Emsley, of the West Yorkshire Regiment. The newspaper reported 

that he had gone ‘over the top’ six times without a scratch, but succumbed to influenza, or 

Spanish Flu at Clipstone camp. This was during the same outbreak which took the life of 

Robert Ramsden Barber on October 29th 1918. 

Many of the soldiers who died in the epidemic are buried in the churchyard of St Albans 

(Forest Town), including one VAD nurse. A number of these date from 1918 and were a 

result of the influenza pandemic which swept the world towards the end of the war. The 

burials in the churchyard do not represent all deaths at the camp. Many men were buried 

elsewhere.  

One such burial was that of Robert Barber. His parents must have requested that his body be 

returned to his home town of Batley and he is buried in Batley Cemetery under a family 

headstone, not a soldier’s headstone. 

Robert Barber could not have been in the army for very long at all. He never saw active 

service and certainly was never posted abroad. His death was from natural causes, if the 

unnatural pandemic of influenza in 1918 and 1919 can be called ‘natural’. However, he was 

prepared to join the colours to fight for his country and as such is on the roll of honour at 

Batley Grammar School. His name is also to be found on the Batley War Memorial. 

 

The name of Robert Ramsden Barber on Batley’s War Memorial. 


