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The entry for John William Horsfall in the Book of Remembrance. 

Private Percy Simpson (1884-1916). 

1st Battalion Gordon Highlanders. 

 

The headstone for Percy Simpson in Caterpillar Valley Cemetery, Longueval, France. 

There are many stories of families of First World War soldiers who could say after the war, 
well if he hadn’t moved to ‘this place’ or if he hadn’t joined ‘that regiment’ then he might 
still be with us today. Percy Simpson’s story is certainly one of those. 

Percy was born on October 26th 1884 in Bradford, though his father John had been born in 
Drighlington. He was baptised in the village in December of 1886. John and his wife Selina 
had married at Tong Parish Church on November 26th 1881. John Simpson was the son of a 
tailor and Selina Peel the daughter of a watchmaker. 

Selina was born in Dudley Hill and it may be that either she was living with her family when 
Percy was born, or had simply ‘gone home to mum’ when Percy was due in 1884. By 1891 

though the family were living at Moorland Terrace in Drighlington. Percy was the oldest son 
of the family at 7 years old and they had two other sons, Francis H. and Sam. A son, Willie, 
had been born in 1881 but had died in 1889. Unfortunately Selina herself died in 1895 at the 
very young age of 38. She was buried in Drighlington church yard. Even more misery was 
heaped upon the family when Francis Herbert died in 1899 at the age of only twelve, laid to 
rest in the church yard with his mother. 

At some time in the early 1900’s Percy was one of a number of West Yorkshire men who 
moved to Alloa in Scotland to help to man the mills which were being set up there. John 
Simpson, his father stayed in Drighlington with his son Sam and they lived at Ingham’s Fold 
in Whitehall Road at that time. Sam was a ‘Fettler’ in the mills and John was a council 
workman. 

It was from Alloa then that Percy Simpson was to join the army. He was attested before a 
magistrate on July 23rd 1915 in Alloa and his forms were stamped as correct by the garrison 
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clerk at Stirling Castle on July 24th. 1915. He had become Private S/11806 of the 1st Battalion 
of the Gordon Highlanders. A far cry from being a young lad in Drighlington! 

Percy’s records do still exist in part, though they are torn and difficult to read. The page for 
his personal details is missing sadly, so we cannot build up a picture of him as with other 
soldiers whose records still exist. However, we know that he was living at number 1 Murray 
Place in Alloa at the time he joined the army in 1915 and that he was a ‘Boiler Fireman’. He 
was noted as being 31 years and 9 months in age. 

From a torn fragment of his file we know that Percy Simpson spent a few short days in 
Aberdeen between the 16th of April and the 25th of April 1916. Another piece of paper then 
states that Percy departed from Southampton for France the very next day, April 26th. In those 
days such a journey would have taken many, many, hours by train of course, but the records 
tell us that it was done in one day, probably a day and a night journey. He joined his battalion 
in France on May 14th 1916. 

Percy Simpson’s medal record is also still to be found at the National Archive but it gives no 
indication, as many do, as to when he was killed but his papers do show that he was ‘Killed 
in Action’ on the days between the 18th and 19th of July 1916. Luckily the war diary of the 1st 
Battalion Gordon Highlanders is well completed for the day in July when Percy died. It is 
typed as well, which is a difference from most which are handwritten in pencil. 

On July 16th 1916 the Highlanders were in ‘Caterpillar Valley’ near the village of Longueval 
in France. Patrols were being sent out in readiness for an expected attack and on the very next 
day orders were received for that attack. The diary reads: 

“17th .Orders were received to attack Longueval village at dawn on the 18th and all officers 
moved forward to the front line trenches to reconnoitre the position previous to the attack. 

18th. The Battalion moved forward at 2 am to take up the positions of assembly for the 
attack. The assault took place at 3-45 am and was completely successful with the exception 
of two strong points north of the village. By this time (7 am) very heavy casualties had been 
suffered and two companies of the Kings Own Royal Lancasters were immediately pushed 
through the village in order to assist with the consolidation. 

The orchards to the north of the village proved to be veritable quagmires from the recent 
rain” 

The diary goes on to say that the Germans began an intense bombardment at 9 am and the 
battalion suffered heavy casualties at that time from machine gun fire as four waves of 
counter attacks were launched by the enemy. At dusk the Highlanders made another attempt 
to clear Longueval village but this was unsuccessful. Very heavy shelling by the Germans 
was reported to have taken place all night between July 18th and 19th.  

From the note on Percy Simpson’s file it would seem that it was from this shelling that he 
was killed, on July 18th 1916. The casualties for the day had been heavy, with 4 officers 
killed and 7 officers wounded and 321 other ranks killed, wounded and missing. Percy may 
well have survived the attack, but not the eventual counter bombardment by the Germans. 

Percy Simpson, at the age of 32, was buried in Caterpillar Valley Cemetery, Longueval, 
France. His name appears on the family tree of the author as a distant cousin of his 
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grandmother, Josephine Elizabeth Blakey. Time and effort would no doubt reveal many 
family connections at a wider range to many of the soldiers who died in the Great War from 
Drighlington village. 

The book of remembrance in Drighlington Parish Church states that Percy was the husband 
of Selina Simpson. This is likely to be a wrong entry, as Selina was his mother’s name, and 
although possible that he could have married a Selina himself there is no record of him being 
married at all. The mistake was probably made when the remembrance plates in the book 
were drawn up, probably in the 1920’s. There are one or two inaccuracies in their records. 

 

The entry for Percy Simpson in the Book of Remembrance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


