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Private John William Horsfall (1886-1916). 

16th Battalion Prince of Wales’s Own West Yorkshire Regiment 

Attached to 12th Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment. 

 

The headstone for Private John William Horsfall in Daours Cemetery, France. 

When John William Horsfall died on the Somme in 1916 the Spenborough Guardian 
published a story saying that he was the first soldier from Drighlington to die in the Great 
War. Sadly this was not the case and even more poignantly it was actually his wife’s brother, 
Walter Metcalf, who was to be the first Drighlington soldier to lose his life! 

John Willie Horsfall as he was known, had married Ana Metcalf in 1910. Ana’s brother 
Walter was a regular soldier with the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment at the time and as such 
was one of the first soldiers to be sent overseas when the war started in August 1914. John 
Willie was actually the third soldier from the village to die in the war. 

He was born in Drighlington in early summer 1886. His mother was Rose Ann Horsfall, nee 
Whittaker. Rose Ann and Richard Horsfall had married in Bradford in 1868, when both were 
living in Thornton. Unfortunately Richard died in 1883, which leaves a story for family 
historians to unravel as to John Willie’s birth in 1886. However, by 1891 Rose Ann Horsfall 
was to marry Thomas Poole and they were to be living in Lumb Bottom, Cockersdale in 1891 
(the very place where the author of this work was brought home to live at number 10 Lumb 
Bottom after being born in Morley Hall). 

Thomas Poole provided a home for Rose Ann’s children and by 1901 they had moved to 
Spring Gardens, only a short walk across the fields in fact. Rose’s son Joseph at 31 was living 
with the family and John Willie at 14 was also at the address. Both of the young Horsfall’s 
had followed in Richard Horsfall’s footsteps and become miners. 
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The next major event in the life of John Willie Horsfall was his marriage to Ana Metcalfe on 
February 26th 1910. Interestingly they were married at Tong and not Drighlington Parish 
Church. John Horsfall was 23 years old and Ana Metcalfe was 19. John gave his father’s 
name on the birth certificate as Richard Horsfall! 

John and Ana set up home in Brook’s Buildings in Station Road, where Ana had been living 
prior to being married. The 1911 census showed that Ana had been born in Newbold, near 
Beverley, as had her brother Walter. In 1911 the Horsfalls already had a daughter of 8 
months. 

By 1915 John Horsfall had joined the 1st Battalion of the Bradford Pals. The Spenborough 
Guardian story indicates that this would have been around July of 1915, so he would not have 
been in the first batch of recruits to join the battalion as this was formed in September 1914. 

The story in the Spenborough Guardian noted: 

“The first Drighlington soldier to fall during the war is J. W. Horsfall who enlisted in the 
Bradford ‘Pals’ about a year ago and had been in France about five months. An official 
intimation from the War Office to Mrs Horsfall states that her husband was killed on July 
17th. He was 29 years of age and a miner.” 

With an army number of 16/1642 it is likely that he was in a later batch of recruits to those 
whose names were proudly displayed in the Bradford Weekly Telegraph of Friday November 
6th of 1914 as the first complete roll call for the battalion. Indeed, the book of remembrance 
states that he joined the army only on August 3rd 1915. 

The medal card for John Horsfall records that he died of wounds on July 17th 1916. This is of 
course a different situation to that reported by the newspaper. When soldiers are reported to 
have died of wounds it is extremely difficult to pinpoint when they actually received the 
wounds they eventually die from. In the case of Private Horsfall it is made doubly difficult by 
the fact that the database of ‘UK Soldiers who died in the First World War’ notes that he was 
with the 12th Battalion of the Prince of Wales’s Own West Yorkshire Regiment when he 
died. This is a further mystery, as it is a little strange that he was attached to another battalion 

so shortly after the 1st Bradford Pals lost so many men at Serre earlier in July 1916. However, 
perusal of the 12th Battalion war diary and David Raw’s book on the Bradford Pals indicate 
that he was probably wounded a few days before he died, whilst with the 12th Battalion. 

The 1st Bradford Pals were moved from Louvencourt on the Somme on July 6th 1916. Two 
days later they were on the Franco Belgian border near the coast, after a two day journey. The 
Pals spent a week at Busne cleaning weapons and enduring further training. They were then 
at Lestrem for some days. Of course, it may be that John Horsfall was with the Pals on the 
Somme and died from wounds after that. Sadly his records were one of those destroyed in the 
Blitz and so there is no one page record written by a clerk to show when he was attached to 
the 12th battalion. 

The latter battalion was involved in an attack near the village of Bazentin le Grande on July 
14h 1916. Their war diary noted: 

“At about 3-20 am the artillery lifted and the battalion went forward to the attack. Found 
the enemy first line practically demolished and took the second line with very slight 
opposition. At 4 am word was sent back that we had occupied the second line. At 4-30 
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urgent messages for sandbags etc were sent and complied with as speedily as possible. By 
this time the enemy had somewhat re-organised and were very active with machine guns 
and artillery and we were rapidly losing officers and men, so much so that at 5-15 all 
officers in reserve had to be called for”. 

The diary reported that the casualties to the battalion from this attack were 6 officers killed 
and 8 wounded. Amongst other ranks the casualties were 46 killed 170 wounded and 24 
missing. It is very likely that John Horsfall was one of the unfortunate men who were 
wounded in this attack on the German lines and he was to die of those wounds some few days 
later on July 17th 1916, a day which the war diary for the 12th Battalion records as “Enemy 
still quiet on our front”, with no mention of any casualties. 

Private 16/1642 John Willie Horsfall was buried at Daours Community Extension Cemetery. 
Daours was the site of several casualty clearing stations which had been set up for the attacks 
on the Somme in July 1916. It is likely that John Horsfall was taken to one of the Casualty 
clearing stations before he died on July 17th 1916. 

 

Daours Community Extension Cemetery. 

In a sad postscript to the story of John Willie Horsfall his son, named John William after him 
was to die and be buried in Drighlington church yard at the age of 23 months on November 
30th 1918. His mother Ana had seemingly fallen pregnant in the last few days before her 
husband went off to France. Ana (Metcalf) Horsfall had lost a brother, a husband and a baby 
by the end of hostilities in 1918. 

 


