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Private Walter Pells (1894-1917). 

1/4th Battalion King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry. 

 

The headstone of Private Walter Pells in Mont Huon Treport Cemetery, France, in the Seine Maritime. 

Walter Pells was not originally a ‘Drig’ Lad. In fact, horror of horrors, he was not even a 
Yorkshire lad, but came from Lancashire originally! The Pells family appear on the 1891 
census living in Salford, Manchester. They were living with a family headed by Thomas 
Leigh, a labourer. 

In 1891 James Henry Pells was a warehouse labourer of 33 years of age and his wife Frances 
was 19 years old. They had a son, James Albert Pells who was a babe in arms. Strangely the 
Pells are noted as the son and daughter ‘in law’ of the Leighs. This is clearly a mistake as 
Frances was a ‘Leigh’ before her marriage. In the 1891 census James Henry Pells (Walter’s 
father) cited London (East) as his place of birth but in 1901 it was noted as London, 
Middlesex, a story in itself as to how he ended up in Manchester. By 1901 the Pells family 
were established in the village of Drighlington, near Bradford in Yorkshire. Their son, Walter 
had been born in Salford in 1894 and so the family were in Lancashire until at least that time. 

By 1896 the Pells family had moved to Yorkshire, somewhere in the registration district of 
Dewsbury as it was here that their first child James Albert died at the age of 5 in 1896. Their 
third child, Clara was born in Batley (just a few miles or so from Drighlington), in 1897. 
Batley is in the Dewsbury registration district.  After living in Batley for a short time the Pells 
moved again to the village of Drighlington where Edith was born to the family in 1899. 
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At that time the main industries in the villages of Drighlington and Adwalton were coal 
mining, woollen manufacturing, and sweet making. There were additional industries making 
mineral water, bricks and a horse hair factory, principally making brushes. It was in the horse 
hair trade that James Henry Pells found employment by 1901 as a ‘Horse Hair Dresser’ 
probably a stage in the manufacture of brushes. 

By 1901 The Pells had four children, James Henry was 43 and his wife Frances was then 29 
years old. The two oldest Pells children at the time were Louisa and Walter. Louisa was 9 and 
Walter 7. Both were born in Salford in Lancashire and so the Pells probably moved to 
Yorkshire after 1894 

By 1911 the Pells family were seemingly prospering and living in a house with five rooms on 
Moorside, Drighlington. This was the very site of the Battle of Adwalton Moor in the English 
Civil War in 1643. 

Since the records were taken in the 1901 census the family had had three other children. The 
head of the household, James Henry, was still a horse hair dresser and Walter and Louisa had 
followed their father into the same business. Walter was 16 years old  in 1911.The Pells note 
on the census, the first to be actually completed by the residents themselves, that they had 
been married for 22 years and had had 8 children, 7 of whom were still living. 

Walter Pells joined the army in Batley on September 1st 1914, very soon after the outbreak of 
war. From his medal card record, which survives at the National Archive we can tell that he 
went to France on April 13th 1915.Walter Pells joined the King’s Own Yorkshire Light 
Infantry. He became Private 200602 Pells. 

The battalion Walter joined was involved in heavy fighting throughout the war. The 1/4th 
Battalion, Kings Own Yorkshire Light Infantry (KOYLI) was a unit of the Territorial Force 
with its HQ in Wakefield, serving with the 3rd West Riding Brigade, West Riding Division. 
When war broke out in August 1914, the units of the Division had just departed for their 
annual summer camp, they were at once recalled to their home base and mobilised for war 
service, moving to Doncaster.  

In November 1914 they moved to Gainsborough and in February 1915 to York to prepare for 
service overseas, those men who had not volunteered for Imperial Service transferred to the 
newly formed 2/4th Battalion. The 1/4th proceeded to France from Folkestone landing at 
Boulogne on the 12th of April 1915 and the Division concentrated in the area around Estaires. 
On the 15th of May 1915 the formation was renamed 148th Brigade, 49th (West Riding) 
Division. Their first action was in the Battle of Aubers Ridge in May 1915. In 1916 they were 
in action in the battles on the Somme.  

On July 13th 1917 the two territorial battalions of the KOYLI’s the 4th and 5th battalions 
marched from Annezin to entrain for Dunkerque, where they arrived in the afternoon. They 
then went in barges to Zuydecoote (spending the night in the barges). Next day they marched 
to Bray Dunes, taking over some of the coast defences there. On July 18th a week after the 
2nd Bn. had experienced their hard fighting there, both Territorial battalions were in 
occupation of the Nieuport defences. The 5th Battalion were in the front line with the 4th 
Battalion in support. The former had several casualties in its ‘A’ and ‘C’ Companies on the 
18th. In 1917 1/4th KOYLI were involved in the Operations on the Flanders Coast and the 
Battle of Poelcapelle during the Third Battle of Ypres.  
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A heavy bombardment descended on the defences on the night of July 21/22nd 1917. The 

enemy used shells of all calibres and included a large quantity of his new (mustard) gas 

shells. The 4th Bn., in support, were the chief sufferers. The gas attack was repeated twice. 

The gas smelt of garlic or mustard, and was the chief cause of an overwhelming number of 

casualties. The immediate effect was a slight irritation of the nose and throat. Sneezing 

ensued, followed by vomiting, and the eyes became acutely inflamed and very painful. 

Coughing and symptoms resembling bronchitis followed and prevailed for a week, at least, 

after contact with the gas. 

However, the events of July 21st to 24th appear to tell the story of how he died. It is probable 

that he was gassed and lived a day or so after the bombardment of the 24th of July. On the day 

that Walter died 18 soldiers died of wounds. The war diary for the 1/4th Battalion KOYLI is 

very neatly typed and easy to read for this period of the war. On July 18th the battalion, less a 

number of about 100 men marched to Nieuport and took over from the trenches held by the 

5/6th Battalion of the Royal Scots. 

The entry carries on to say ‘Enemy heavily bombarded Nieuport with shells of all calibres 

including a large quantity of gas shells for about fifteen minutes. ‘Midnight’ enemy 

again heavily bombarded Nieuport for about fifteen minutes, included a large number 

of gas shells.’ 

The war diary entry for July 22nd 1917 continues to show that the battalion were being 

bombarded by a newer type of gas shell. It reads: 

“The bombardment with shells of all calibre, including gas shells was again repeated. 

This new type of gas shell which was used by the enemy contain a gas smelling slightly 

of garlic or mustard. These gases were the chief cause of the large number of casualties 

sustained by the battalion on the night of 21st/22nd July. The immediate effects were 

slight irritation of the nose and throat, sneezing was a common feature, followed by 

vomiting. The eyes became more notably inflamed and painful. Coughing, resembling 

symptoms of bronchitis was noticeable for at least a week after the men had been in 

contact with the gas.  

Casualties night of 21/22nd July Killed 7 Other Ranks Wounded 9 Other ranks. 

Wounded Gas, 9 Officers, Other Ranks, Gas 413”. 

The gas bombardment carried on relentlessly against the 4th KOYLI’s and the entry for the 

war diary on July 24th 1917 shows even more other rank casualties. It reads: ‘During the day 

the bombardment of Nieuport was not as heavy as it had been on previous days. The 

battalion was relieved in the Nieuport defences by the 2/7th Manchester regiment and 

bivouacked in a field outside of Nieuport. Casualties, Gas: Other ranks 34’. 

It was on July 24th that Walter Pells was gassed and he was to die a horrible, suffocating death 

the very next day. The book of remembrance in the village church shows that he was gassed 

on July 24th 1917 and then died of wounds on July 25th 1917. 
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Walter Pells, Lancastrian by birth, Yorkshire lad by adoption, was buried in the cemetery at 

Mont Huon, Treport, France, in the Seine Maritime area.  Intriguingly his medals now reside 

in Perth Australia. In 2007 an online discussion forum mentioned the name of Walter Pells as 

a member of the forum, based in Perth, Western Australia, wrote to say that he had bought 

the medals with Walter Pells’ name on them in Perth in the 1980’s and he was now 

researching the name of the owner.  

How the medals ended up in a sale in Perth is unknown, but it may well be that a member of 

the Pells family eventually emigrated to Australia and the medals were sold there. Like many 

families, even those whose sons had won the ultimate medal, the Victoria Cross, future 

generations were either forced or decided to sell their ancestor’s medals, which is sad, but 

inevitable. It is good to know that these medals are well looked after and cherished. They are 

probably one of the few sets of medals belonging to a soldier on the Drighlington War 

Memorial still to be found today, though of course there are sure to be medals in the drawers 

and attics of Drighlington families even now. 

I am indebted to the police officer who owns the medals for sending me this picture of them 
neatly framed and looked after by a First World War enthusiast. It was intriguing to find that 
the parents of the Western Australian Police officer who now owns the medals had emigrated 
to Australia and now lived in a suburb of Perth called ‘Morley’. So the medals of a soldier 
from the borough of Morley now have a connection with another Morley, many miles across 
the sea! 

 

The medals of Walter Pells 

The name of Walter Pells is remembered on the War Memorial in Whitehall Road 

Drighlington, along with 61 other men who died for King and Country from this small 
village. Fittingly, when the volunteers of the War Grave Photographic Project went to take 
the photograph of the grave of Walter Pells it was planted with a red rose in front of it 
signifying the red rose of the county of his birth. However the horn badge of his adopted 
county of Yorkshire, that of the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry is shown on his 
headstone. He was 22 years old when he died. The book of remembrance in Drighlington 
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church wrongly gives the date of his death as 1916. It was one year later that he was to meet 
his end. 

 

The entry for Walter Pells in the Book of Remembrance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


