
Private Clifford Speight (1895-1918). 

23rd Battalion Royal Fusiliers. 

‘Influenza – which took an epidemic form from about mid-June 1918 – was of great importance in its effect 
on German morale.  The epidemic also spread to the Allied armies, but they were better fed and were more 
able to resist, and recover from, the disease.’ 
 

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

 

Clifford Speight was born on May 29th 1895. His parents were James and Clara Speight. The 

baptism record for the Wesleyan Methodist Church shows that the family were living in 

Carlinghow, Batley, at that time. The Speights had married in February of the previous year. 

They were both twenty eight years old. Clara Oldroyd, as she was, came from Hanging 

Heaton where her father was a woollen manufacturer. Clifford’s father was shown on the 

marriage certificate as a ‘Manufacturer and Salesman’. 

At the time of the 1881 census the Speight family were living in Mount Pleasant Batley and 

Clifford’s father, James, was then an office boy. In 1891 James Speight had become a 

salesman in woollens. He had two sisters who were both weavers and a fourteen year old 



brother, Wilfred who was shown in the census as working as a ‘Barbers Apprentice’. 

Clifford’s grandfather seems to have worked in the timber industry, first as a labourer and 

then as a deliverer of wood, being shown as a ‘Timber Drayman’ in the 1891 census.  

By the 1901 census James and Clara were living in Field Hill, Batley, not far from the school 

therefore. James had done well and had become a woollen manufacturer like his father in 

law. Clifford was five years old at this time and he had a brother, Sydney, who was three 

years old. 

The Roll of Honour published in the school magazine of 1917 shows that Clifford Speight 

joined the school in the summer term of 1909, at which time he would have been fourteen 

years old. This perhaps explains his short stay at the school, as by 1911 he had become a 

‘Woollen Manufacturers Clerk’. As his father James Smethurst Speight was shown in the 

1911 census as a ‘Woollen Manufacturer’ it may have been that Clifford started his working 

life working for his father. The Speight family had done well for themselves and were still 

living at number 6 Field Hill, Batley. The family had grown to four boys in 1911, but sadly 

one child had died. Harold and John Oldroyd Speight had joined Sydney and Clifford to 

complete the family. At some time in the next few years they moved to 87 Bradford Road in 

Batley, the address noted on the Commonwealth War Graves Commission records for the 

Speight family in 1918. 

Clifford Speight joined the 23rd Battalion of the Royal Fusiliers in 1915. This was the 

‘Sportsman’s Battalion’ and so it must be assumed that Clifford Speight could demonstrate 

some sort of sporting prowess to the recruiters who began the battalion in 1914. The Times 

newspaper featured many advertisements in its columns from 1914 onward, encouraging men 

to join by enlisting at the Hotel Cecil in the Strand, London. A master of the school, Robert 

Hawcridge, was to join the ‘Second Sportsman’s’ Battalion, whereas Clifford Speight joined 

the ‘First Sportsman’s’. The Royal Fusiliers themselves were a highly regarded cadre of 

battalions. It was the fifth largest regiment during the Great War, raising no fewer than 47 

Battalions for service between 1914 and 1918. 

In the Times newspaper of  November 5th 1914 the formation of the battalion was recorded as 

being part of the answer to the initial slowing down of recruitment after the first patriotic 

surge when war broke out in August of 1914. The Times recorded: 

“At headquarters they anticipate an early reversal of interest in recruiting Two hopeful 

signs are the first rate quality of the recruits and the tapping of new sources of supply. 

These were seen yesterday in the march of the Sportsman’s Battalion under the 

command of Colonel Lord Maitland from Hyde Park to Liverpool Street station on 

their way to Hornchurch where they are to be trained for active service. Thirteen 

hundred strong, it is one of the most remarkable units for intelligence, grit and varied 

accomplishments that have yet been raised. All the men have been accustomed to 

hunting, shooting and other sports. The khaki service uniforms, greatcoats and white 

woollen gloves of the men were provided by the corps itself. The march attracted 

considerable public notice and aroused much enthusiasm”. 



One of the first posters to advertise for recruits for the sportsman’s battalion headlined the 

fact that the Times had written that: ”Incidentally every Rugby Union footballer who 

played for England in the last year had joined the colours”. The Times carried an article 

on page five of its November 30th 1914 edition describing what football league clubs were 

doing about recruiting men. The rugby example was quoted in that article. 

 

 

Recruiting Posters such as this encouraged sportsmen to enlist. 

When exactly Clifford Speight joined the Sportsmen’s battalion is unknown as his papers no 

longer exist. However, his medal record card shows that he was Private 7624 of the 23rd 

Battalion Royal Fusiliers. He would certainly have been in training with the battalion for 

some time during 1915 in order to allow him to go to France on active service in November 

of 1915. His medal record states that on November 14th 1915, he entered the French theatre 

of war. In preparation for going to France the battalion was moved to Kandahar barracks in 

Tidworth in August of 1914. 

This does not quite equate with the War diary of the 23rd Fusiliers, which states that the 

battalion entrained for Folkestone from Tidworth Barracks at 4-30 am on November 15th, but 

perhaps the actual start to the day’s travels had been made on November 14th 1915. By 

November 17th at 1 am Clifford Speight and his sportsmen pals were in France, at Boulogne 

specifically, and ready to march to their first billets. The battalion were to have several billets 

over the next few weeks, and certainly the next few years. However, the early naivete of the 

officers in what conditions were like was to be shown in several of the first  entries in the war 

diary for November 1914.  



At 1-30 pm on November 25th 1915 the battalion moved into billets in an orphanage in 

Bethune. The diary records: 

“Billets were taken in the ‘Orphanage’ Rue Perroy. The building was very dilapidated 

and rooms filthy. A considerable quantity of loose small arms ammunition was found. 

Good Officers billets in Rue Michelet, Rue de Lille and Rue Germain” 

On the next day the battalion marched for five miles in a snowstorm to the village of  Beuvry, 

but were no more  lucky in the billets there. They were ‘... in a filthy condition. A quantity 

of small arms ammunition and grenades was found.’ Considering the fusiliers found the 

village in ruins after heavy bombardment, it is not surprising they found their billets in such a 

condition. 

There is no doubt that the 23rd Fusiliers soon got used to the quality of their billets and not 

much mention of their conditions is made in subsequent pages of the war diary. The battalion 

adjutant noted that the first of their men to come under enemy fire were working parties sent 

out to repair wire on November 27th   1915 at Annequin, Fosse. 

On the 25th of November 1915 The battalion transferred to 2nd Division as part of an 

exchange to strengthen the inexperienced 33rd Division. They took part in the Winter 

Operations of 1914-15 and in 1915 saw action at The Battle of Festubert and The Battle of 

Loos. In 1916 they fought in the Battles of the Somme, including the Battle of Deville Wood 

and the Operations on the Ancre. In 1917 they were in action during the German retreat to the 

Hindenburg Line, the Battles of Arras and The Battle of Cambrai. In 1918 they fought on the 

Somme, in the Battles of the Hindenburg Line and The Battle of the Selle. 2nd Division was 

selected to advance into Germany and formed part of the Occupation Force after the 

Armistice. 

Clifford Speight would no doubt have been involved in all of these battles with his battalion. 

He actually survived the war itself, but was to die in hospital in Rouen on November 19th 

1918, just eight days after the signing of the armistice. 

Rouen was the centre of the southern line of British hospitals in France. There were fourteen 

base hospitals in the vicinity, among them B.E.F. No. 12, served as receiving stations for the 

wounded mainly from the area of the Somme. After treatment at one of these base hospitals, 

the British wounded were evacuated down the Seine to England; the French, and later 

American wounded, were sent to Southern France. B.E.F. General No. 12, to which the St. 

Louis unit had been assigned, was one of the earliest British hospitals established in France. 

Almost all of the hospitals at Rouen remained there for practically the whole of the war. They 

included eight general, five stationary, one British Red Cross and one labour hospital, and 

No. 2 Convalescent Depot. A number of the dead from these hospitals were buried in other 

cemeteries, but the great majority were taken to the city cemetery of St. Sever. In September 

1916, it was found necessary to begin an extension, where the last burial took place in April 

1920. 



At first investigative work by a British team led by virologist John Oxford of St 

Bartholomew's Hospital and the Royal London Hospital, almost certainly identified a major 

troop staging and hospital camp in Étaples, France as being at the centre of the 1918 flu 

pandemic. A significant precursor virus was harboured in birds, and mutated to pigs that were 

kept near the front.  However, there are many theories as to how the pandemic started 

worldwide. 

In 1920 Dr S W Patterson, an Australian doctor who had served at the hospitals in Rouen 

wrote an article about the flu pandemic in the Medical Journal of Australia. It was entitled  

‘The Pathology of Influenza in France’ , and gave the background behind the first casualties 

that they had seen from influenza alone in the war hospitals. He wrote: 

“I propose to relate our own experience in Rouen, France, and then to discuss some of 

the epidemiological and pathological points that have arisen as the result of work and 

observations during the recent epidemic.  

We had read of the spread of so-called Spanish influenza in the newspapers, but our 

first contact with it in Rouen was the arrival, in April, 1918, of a hospital train full of 

"sitting" patients, the majority convalescing from malaria and sandfly fever, from Italy. 

Most of the Royal Army Medical Corps personnel and patients had suffered during the 

journey from a three to five day fever of great contagiousness.  

Several patients were admitted to the No. 25 Stationary Hospital on a Thursday for 

observation and investigation. The Laboratory staff were busy getting ready to take 

blood and other cultures. I was working at a neighbouring hospital and on going over 

on the following Sunday afternoon, I found that 26 orderlies at No. 25 Stationary 

Hospital, several nurses and five medical Officers, including the whole of the laboratory 

staff, had been taken ill on the previous days with fever up to 38.50 or 39.50”. 

The influenza epidemic had therefore taken hold in the field hospitals of  Rouen from April 

of 1918 and by November of that year many patients were dying in the hospitals, not from 

war wounds, but from influenza. There have been many papers written on the causes of the 

flu pandemic at the end of the war, but this account, written so early after the end of the war, 

is certainly compelling in its evidence of the spread of influenza from Italy to France. 

As with many of the soldiers who had died in military hospitals in Rouen Clifford Speight is 

buried in the St Severs Military Cemetery Extension in Rouen. He was not the last of the 

‘fallen’ of Batley Grammar School to die, but it is a cruel irony that he managed to survive 

some of the bloodiest battles of the war and then die of flu some eight days after the end of 

the war itself. 

The name of Clifford Speight is marked on the War Memorial in Batley town centre, on the 

same panel as the names of Lawrence Ryan, Horace Stedeford, and Arthur and William 

Sheard. All Batley lads from differing times, but all with attendance at Batley Grammar 

School in common. 



 

 

St Severs Military Cemetery Extension in Rouen 

 

 

 


