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Private John George Johnson (1888-1917). 

1st/5th Battalion Duke of Wellington’s (West Riding) Regiment. 

 

The headstone for John George Johnson in Le Fermont Cemetery. 

John Johnson was born in Drighlington on February 6th 1888. He was actually baptised at 
Drighlington Parish Church some three years later in February 1891. In that year the census showed 
that John’s father, George Johnson was living in Mason’s Yard, Adwalton, with his wife and John 
George, his 3 year old son. There were also two daughters in the family at the time. Nelley who was a 
babe in arms and Ellen who was 5 years old. George, who had been born in Leeds, was a cloth miller 
by trade. By the time of the 1901 census the family had grown to 5 children, though it is believed that 
Nellie had died by then. John George was working at the time as a ‘Band’ Maker, or rope maker. The 
Johnson family were living in Adwalton Lane by 1901. 

The census of 1911 included much more detail about families than ever before. From this census we 
can tell that George and his wife Elizabeth actually had ten children. Eight of the children survived by 
1911 and seven of them were living with their parents in Thornton’s Buildings. This was a four 
roomed dwelling and for five working adult people and four children to share it must have been very 
cramped. John George was shown as a 23 year old cloth miller at this time, like his father George. 

By the time of his death in 1917 John George Johnson was actually living at the Waggon and Horses 
Public House in Adwalton. At the turn of the 20th century there were more than a dozen public houses 
in Drighlington. There were also working men’s and political clubs such as the Liberal club. Many of 
these establishments are long forgotten. The Steam Plough Inn, delightfully named but now gone 
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forever from somewhere in Station Road. The Unicorn no longer exists in Moorside Road, or the 
‘Beesom’, though the latter still exists as a building. 

Luckily there are still some pubs remaining in the village of Drighlington. Three of the seven pubs 
which sent men who lived in them away to war still exist in 2014. However, one other, the Waggon 
and Horses is now no longer a pub, though the building remains and is now a nursery. The author 
remembers playing in the stables and outhouses of the pub in the 1960’s when the landlord’s son was 
a Christopher Chadwick. 

 

George and Elizabeth Johnson outside the Waggon and Horses, around about 1900. 

John Johnson enlisted in the army in Bradford on September 26th 1916. He became Private 263023 
Johnson of the 1/5th Battalion of the Duke of Wellington’s West Riding Regiment. Other than this 
little else is known of his war service.  

Even the date of his death is a mystery. According to the war diary of the 1/5th Duke of Wellington’s 
Regiment, the battalion moved to billets on February 6th 1917, at Bailleulval. The diary records that 
the weather was very cold for the next few days and that the battalion was involved in working parties 
in the main for the next few days. The entry for February 17th 1917 reads: 

“On the whole the day was quiet. A successful trench raid was carried out by 1/4 WRR One 
prisoner was captured belonging to 392 Infantry Regiment 46th (2nd Saxon) Reserve Brigade. 
Only very slight shelling afterwards”.  

No mention of any deaths by the battalion on this day is made in the diary. Indeed there are no other 
deaths recorded at around this time either, although on February 19th the Battalion Commanding 
Officer, Lieutenant Colonel H. A. S. Stanton was shown as being injured by a shell. So, there is no 
mention of any incident, shelling, or attack wise, on the day that John George Johnson is recorded to 
have died! 
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The entry for John Johnson in the Book of Remembrance. 

John George Johnson was one of seven men to leave public houses in Drighlington six did 

not return. His family had been landlords of the pub in the 1890’s when Mercy Johnson, John 
George’s grandma was the incumbent. The pub then passed to Charles Johnson and thence to 
his brother George. The actual link to John George and t’ ‘Waggon’ as it was always known, 
would be little known were it not for the probate registry entry for John George Johnson. It 
reads: 

“Johnson, John George, of the Waggon and Horses inn Drighlington, Bradford a private 
in the West Yorkshire Regiment died February 17th 1917 in France administration (with 
will) Wakefield 21st June to Elizabeth Johnson, wife of George Johnson. Effects 
£159.17s.6d”. 

The note on the probate register is at odds with the date of John’s death as posted on his 
headstone, but only by one day. The commonwealth war graves register shows that he 
actually died of ‘accidental injuries’ whilst in France. No trace of what the accident was is 
mentioned in the battalion war diary at all. 

John Johnson was buried at Le Fermont Military Cemetery, Riviere in France. The CWGC 
records show that the epitaph that his father wanted on his headstone was ‘Loved in Life, 
Remembered in Death’. The record noted that his address at the time was the Waggon and 
Horses Inn, in Drighlington. 

 

Le Fermont Military Cemetery, Riviere, France. 
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The CWGC entry for John Johnson online. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


