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Sapper Dick Mitchell (1877-1918). 

Railway Operating Division, Royal Engineers. 

 
The headstone of Dick Mitchell in Les Baraques Military Cemetery near Calais. 

Not all of the soldiers on the Drighlington War Memorial died in Boys Own Paper style 

charging enemy trenches or storming pillboxes. Some of the men were in support roles and 
were not expected to do such things. Others simply died of natural causes. That is, if being 
away from home, cold and exhausted and dying from pneumonia can be termed ‘natural’. 

Dick Mitchell was one example of this. He died on March 12th 1918 at the age of 41. Indeed, 
at such an age, it is strange that he felt the need to join the army at all, but join he did, feeling 
that he needed to do his duty, despite having a wife and children to leave behind. 

He was the son of John and Betty Mitchell and was born in Drighlington on May 9th 1876. He 

was not baptised until 12 years later however, when a service was held at Birstall Parish 
Church on December 2nd 1888. At that time John Mitchell was an engine driver. 

In 1891 John and Betty were living in Troughton Buildings in Adwalton with their 5 children. 

Ethel and Ada were still at school whilst the older children, Amy and Annie were working on 
the machines in the woollen mills. Dick Mitchell at this time was a farm labourer. 

By 1901 John had changed his job to become a coal miner. Dick at this time was working as 
a drayman, working with horses. In 1903 Dick Mitchell married Nellie Vincent, another 

native of Adwalton. In the brutal days of official recording in those times Nellie is recorded 
simply as ‘illegitimate’ on the marriage certificate. She was 21 years old and Dick was 26 
years of age. They actually married at Tong Church on Valentine’s Day 1903. 
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The marriage certificate for Dick and Nellie Mitchell. 

The years from 1903 to 1911 would have been tougher than most for Dick and his new 
family. By 1911 he and Nellie had had no less than 8 children, but only three sons, Harold, 
Clifford and Leonard were surviving by then. The family were living at Lords Row in King 
Street in Drighlington, not far from Dick’s family in Troughton Buildings. 

It was to be in 1915 that Dick Mitchell enlisted in the army, on July 6th 1915 to be precise. 
Enlisting at Leeds, he became Private 111806 Mitchell of the Royal Army Service Corps. It 
was not long however before Private Mitchell was to join the Railway Operating Division of 

the Royal Engineers. This unit, known as the ‘R.O.D.’ were used to support the logistical arm 
of the British Army, trying to get troops and stores to the front in time for the men to be well 
supplied with ammunition, water and food. 

He had stated on his application forms to join the army that his occupation was ‘Horse 
Keeper’. However, in the best traditions of the British Army he was not given a job with the 
hundreds of thousands of horses that were being used on the Western Front, but instead he 
was trained as a riveter! His ‘rating’, meaning his rate of pay, was to be 2/- per day. He was 
now Private 193749 of the R.O.D. He went to France with his unit on October 17th 1916. 

The war diary for the R.O.D. can be found at the National Archive and so it would be easily 
possible to trace just what Dick Mitchell and his chums were working on in the next year and 
four months or so before his death. 

Unfortunately the conditions in which Dick Mitchell and many of his colleagues lived and 
worked were extremely poor and bred disease and sickness. One sickness that was to 
consume the world in 1918 was the influenza epidemic that killed many people, soldier and 
civilian, in every corner of the globe. 

It was actually a similar illness that struck down Dick Mitchell in March of 1918. On March 
8th 1918 Nellie Mitchell received what every family must have dreaded answering the door to 
throughout the land in those war years. It was a telegram from the War Office, stating that her 
husband Dick was dangerously ill in hospital in France with pneumonia, but it was regretted 
that permission to visit could not be granted. 

Nellie was quick to react and took the short walk down King Street to the post office that 
many of us Drig folk have used for years to obtain postal orders, stamps and family 
allowances in the days when it was a voucher book and not paid into bank accounts. Nellie 
replied to the war office with the note that: 
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“Wire received, serious illness of 193749 D. Mitchell RE. Shall be pleased to know how he 
is progressing this morning”. 

The reply came the next day that there was nothing more that the War Office could add to 
what Nellie already knew. It was a telegram sent from the Royal Engineers depot in 
Chatham, Kent. Although Dick Mitchell’s file still exists in substantial form there is no copy 
of the telegram that the family would have subsequently received announcing his death. 
There is however, an unusual entry on his file in the form of a medical report detailing his 
condition when brought to the hospital and how he was treated for the illness. It is filled in by 
Lieutenant J.J. Mackay of the Royal Army Medical Corps. It is quite thorough given the 
pressure on doctors at the time. It reads: 

“No. 35 General Hospital. Medical Report on the Death of SPR. 193749 Mitchell RE. 

The patient was admitted to No 35 General Hospital on 27-2-18 complaining of pain on the 
left side, cough and shortness of breath. His temperature was up and he had signs of 
consolidation of lobes of the left lung. eg. Dullness and bronchial breathing. 

On 1-3-18 the left pleural cavity was aspirated and about 2 ounces of clear fluid 
withdrawn. On 6-3-18 the left chest was needled and some muddy fluid withdrawn, which 
was microscopically seen to be early pus. On the following day the rib was resected and 
nearly a pint of pus was evacuated. On 8-3-18 there were signs of heart failure and much 
oedema of back. Heart stimulants – Digitalin, Pituitrin and Strychnine - were given. 

The patient’s condition however became gradually worse and he died at 8 pm on March 
12th 1918. The cause of death being Pneumonia followed by Empyema. 

Calais 18-3-18”. 

Nellie Mitchell then had to endure what thousands of mothers and wives had to endure across 
the world during those four years, dealing with her grief, whilst at the same time dealing with 
the administrative details behind her husband’s death. His effects were the first thing to be 
dealt with. They were returned to her in his hold all and consisted of his toothbrush, a pipe, 
some photographs, some French currency, two wallets, a comb and a pair of gloves. They 
were dispatched to the family on June 13th 1918. 

After that there was the financial side of things to be sorted out. Nellie had children to 
support and now no wage from the breadwinner of the family. On September 29th 1918 she 
received a letter from the Ministry of Pensions informing her that she had been awarded a 
pension of 29/7d for herself and her three children per week. 

Further dealings with the War Office were to deliver Dick Mitchell’s medals to his family, 
but for the most part this was the important issue, gaining money so that she could feed and 
clothe her children. 

Dick Mitchell was buried in Les Baraques Military Cemetery, Sangatte, near Calais, not far 
from the English Channel. If he had been hospitalised to the UK he may well have received 
better treatment than in the war hospitals of France and he may have also been buried at 
home, had he died after crossing the channel. However, as he had died in France there were 
to be no exceptions on repatriation of bodies. 
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The CWGC registration details for Dick Mitchell. 

There were 4 British Hospitals stationed in the town of Calais at the end of the war and one 
Canadian Hospital. The cemetery dealt with the deaths from these hospitals, including the 
35th General Hospital, where Dick Mitchell was to die. He died a soldier’s death, though not 
from wounds received, but from a desire to serve his country and go to war in a foreign land, 
despite having a wife and three children at home. He was 41 years old. 

 

The entry for Dick Mitchell in the Book of Remembrance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


