
W. Thackray 

The ‘Unknown Soldier’. 

This book has researched the lives of all of the sixty one old boys and two masters of Batley 

Grammar School who feature on the Roll of Honour for the First World War. In addition to 

those boys the name of Herbert George Pearsall is included, even though he is not to be found 

on the roll, and he did not die on the battlefield. Nevertheless, there is a strong case for his 

inclusion. 

There is one other name who does not feature in the biographies here and that is the name of 

W. Thackray. Just as the First World War spawned the idea of the ‘Unknown Soldier’, this 

research has an unknown soldier of its own. 

Finding the names of the fallen from the roll of honour has its challenges, but by using the 

resources of the school magazine in Batley library and the massive resource of online 

databases, all of the other names have been found and researched. This process has not been 

without some difficulty though.  

The original research for James Rothery wrongly found the son of an Irish immigrant living 

in Dewsbury who went off to fight and die for his adopted country. Similarly, a George Hirst, 

who died in Salonika in 1918 was thought to be the ‘G. Hirst’ on the roll, before perusal of a 

page of the school magazine showed that the Hirst who was on the roll was actually one 

‘Gilbert Hirst’. The latter’s story of crossing the border from New York to Canada and 

joining the Canadian Infantry is certainly one of the most fascinating of those contained 

herein. 

Ensuring that the right names and stories of the men featured on the roll were found has taken 

much research of course. Had it not been for the online resources available today this piece of 

research would have taken much, much longer, if it had been capable of being done at all! 

Two websites have been essential for the research into the names and origins of the fallen. 

Firstly, the ‘War Grave Photographic Project’ and secondly, ‘Ancestry.com’. The former lists 

all the graves of British  servicemen throughout the world, with a picture of their grave, or 

their name on a memorial, be it Thiepval or Basra. Using the site ensured that possibilities for 

the names to be researched were greatly narrowed down before further research took place 

using the Ancestry web site. 

The school magazines contained in Batley library have also been a great help in providing 

information on the soldiers who are included on the memorial. Throughout the First World 

War the magazine continued to be published, with tributes to those who died being included 

in the pages of it. Sometimes the mention was a short paragraph in Old Boys News, and 

sometimes the death led to more thorough articles about the men who had died. Herbert 

Pearsall for example had a photograph and a whole two pages devoted to his death, even 

though it occurred in 1919, after the war had ended. The master Robert Hawcridge also 

featured with a photograph. Letters he had written to the school were published in 



rememberance. Edward Irish, a favoured student in his time, was also paid full tribute in the 

pages of the school magazine. 

A further crucial site for researching the fallen of the First World War has obviously been 

that of the ‘Commonwealth War Graves Commission’. This indexes all of the war dead and 

their graves, and in many cases gives the names and residences of the next of kin. Both have 

been useful tools in locating soldiers who had common surnames like Taylor, and could have 

sent research down the wrong pathway without help from other sources. 

Where service records have survived these have been perused and information about 

residences and next of kin gleaned from them, thus confirming where the soldier lived prior 

to enlistment. In at least one case in the Australian Archive the name of the school is written 

in the soldier’s attestation papers, thus confirming the right soldier was being researched. 

Quite apart from the useful paragraphs in the school magazine it also served the purpose of 

confirming which regiments the soldiers had served with. In December of 1917 the school 

magazine published a long list of men who were serving with the colours, placing an asterisk 

against the names of those who were missing or killed. It was certainly not an exhaustive list 

and some of the names of boys on the roll are not actually on the 1917 list, either because the 

school was not notified, or the boy joined the army and indeed was killed, after 1917. 

This list, though not always accurate, has helped to confirm which regiments the men served 

in during the war. In James Rothery’s case the fact that he had served with the ‘Buffs’ led the 

research to show that the wrong man was initially being considered and also to locate much 

more information about his life and career in the army. In some cases the wrong initial has 

been quoted in the list of people, as some of the boys were known by a second name rather 

than a first. Hence William Vero is shown as ‘W’, even though he was clearly known by his 

second name of ‘Scofield’ during his army years. The name of Arthur Francis Melton is 

shortened to simply ‘A’ Melton on the war memorial in his native village of Drighlington. All 

of these peculiarities make it extremely difficult to actually find and research the right 

soldier, but the list in the December 1917 edition of the magazine has been extremely helpful 

in ensuring the right person was researched. 

Unfortunately, the same pages of the 1917 edition, whilst helping find the right men to 

research, have also provided a conundrum which at this present time cannot be solved.  Page 

7 of that magazine is divided into three sections ‘Honours Won by Old Boys’ ‘Died on 

Active Service’ and ‘Reported Missing’. In the list of those who died on active service is the 

name of ‘R.Thackeray’. This name also appears in the list of those serving as ‘R. Thackeray – 

Sapper R.E.’ (or Royal Engineers). However, the name which is written on the Roll of 

Honour is spelt differently, as ‘Thackray’, and even the initial on that same roll is a ‘W’ 

rather than an ‘R’. 

This makes it extremely difficult to locate the right person, one who actually attended Batley 

Grammar School, and lived in the Dewsbury, or Batley area during his younger years. Only 

one Thackeray or Thackray seems to have served with the Royal Engineers and to have died 

in the First World War. Unfortunately this was a plumber from the Leeds area and tracking 



back on censuses and birth records shows that the family always lived in Leeds, so that there 

is no possible connection with Batley at all. Searches have been made for W. Thackray, and 

W Thackeray, as variants of the name but again all to no avail. The name in either format 

does not appear on local war memorials, which might have given a clue as to where this 

young man came from originally. 

So, unless someone within the family can shed light upon this particular old boy his identity 

will remain somewhat of a mystery. As with the real ‘Unknown Soldier’ we shall never know 

who he really was, other than his name on a roll of honour, if indeed that is the right name at 

all. 

On October 20th 1920 the Times newspaper reported that a committee had been formed on 

the previous day, headed by Lord Curzon, with the idea of bringing home a soldier’s body 

from France and reinterring it in Westminster Abbey. The idea was taken up, largely because 

the Dean of Westminster appealed to the King to support it and the latter made clear his 

feelings to the Cabinet. 

On November 10th 1920, one year after the opening of the first wooden version of the  

Cenotaph itself in Whitehall Marshall Foch of France and General Weygand accompanied the 

cortege of the chosen  soldier to Boulogne, where the body was placed on the battleship HMS 

Verdun, and taken across the channel to England. The Times for November 10th reported: 

“ On British soil before daylight fades the body will be received as that of the ‘Unknown 

Warrior’ whose dust, laid to rest in Westminster Abbey, is to symbolize for this and 

coming generations the supreme sacrifice made by men of the Empire who fell in the 

Great War. 

Public feeling has been wonderfully stirred by the arrangements made for the second 

British celebration of Armistice Day. The unveiling of the Cenotaph in its permanent 

form and the service in the Abbey which is to follow will be in the thoughts of millions 

of men and women tomorrow who cannot hope to see the ceremonies” 

The inscription on the stone that covers the grave of the Unknown Warrior in Westminster 

abbey Reads: 

BENEATH THIS STONE RESTS THE BODY 
OF A BRITISH WARRIOR 

UNKNOWN BY NAME OR RANK 
BROUGHT FROM FRANCE TO LIE AMONG 

THE MOST ILLUSTRIOUS OF THE LAND 
AND BURIED HERE ON ARMISTICE DAY 

11 NOV: 1920, IN THE PRESENCE OF 
HIS MAJESTY KING GEORGE V 

HIS MINISTERS OF STATE 
THE CHIEFS OF HIS FORCES 

AND A VAST CONCOURSE OF THE NATION 

THUS ARE COMMEMORATED THE MANY 
MULTITUDES WHO DURING THE GREAT 

WAR OF 1914 – 1918 GAVE THE MOST THAT 



MAN CAN GIVE LIFE ITSELF 
FOR GOD 

FOR KING AND COUNTRY 
FOR LOVED ONES HOME AND EMPIRE 

FOR THE SACRED CAUSE OF JUSTICE AND 
THE FREEDOM OF THE WORLD 

THEY BURIED HIM AMONG THE KINGS BECAUSE HE 
HAD DONE GOOD TOWARD GOD AND TOWARD 

HIS HOUSE. 

In terms of the Roll of Honour of Batley Grammar School, W. Thackray is the unknown 

soldier, but he should be no less remembered than his colleagues on the roll, about whom we 

now know so much. 

 

 

The Plaque covering the Grave of the Unknown Warrior, Westminster Abbey, London. 


