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Corporal Willie Thornton (1889-1916). 

1/6th Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment. 

 

The headstone for Willie Thornton in Foncquevillers military cemetery. 

Willie Thornton was born in Drighlington on January 19th 1889. His parents were Dick 
Thornton, who in 1891 was a stone mason, and Annie Thornton. In that year’s census the 
Thornton family were shown to be living at Drighlington Cross Roads. They had one other 
son as well as Willie.  

By 1901 the family had moved to Moorside Road in Drighlington and the two children, 
Willie at 12 and John at 10, were attending the local school. Ten years later, in 1911, Dick 
Thornton seems to have built up a contracting building business and was employing workers 

by then. John Thornton was working as a warehouseman and Willie was working as a 
corporation clerk at Bradford City Council. John was to join the army himself but he survived 
the war. 

Willie enlisted in the army in Bradford and we know that it must have been prior to May 

1915 as in that month he married Emily Gladys Williams on May 27th at Drighlington Parish 
Church. Emily lived at Spring Gardens and her father was a railway clerk, probably working 
at the long demolished Drighlington station. His occupation on the marriage certificate was 
shown as ‘Private Soldier: West Yorkshire Regiment’. 

Just over a month later Private 2917 Thornton embarked with the 1/6th Battalion the Prince of 
Wales’s Own West Yorkshire Regiment for France. The 1/6th had been formed in Bradford in 
August of 1914 and had spent time training at Strensall in York and then Gainsborough 
before finally embarking for France. He arrived in France on June 30th 1916. 

Before embarking for France John Willie Thornton wrote a poignant letter to his devoutly 
religious parents. The letter was written on June 28th 1915 just as he was waiting to embark 
for France. It shows his own religious strength as well and is one of the few actual documents 
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held in the village written contemporaneously. The letter itself is to be found on the window 
sill of the church, in a frame, and should be preserved better for posterity it seems, but 
perhaps its lack of prominent display and care has reflected the lack of interest in this subject 
until recently. 

 

 

 

A Transcript of the letter from Willie Thornton to his parents in Drighlington. 

 

He was to survive at the front until October of 1916, when his battalion relieved the 1/5th 
West Yorkshires in the trenches at Foncquevillers, France, on October 18th. By that time he 
had been promoted to corporal. 
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Excerpt from the 1/6
th

 Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment War Diary for 17-20
th

 October 1916. 

The war diary for Willie Thornton’s battalion shows that after relieving their sister battalion 

on the18th, the day after was ‘Quiet’ and then some bombardment was endured on the 20th of 
October. 

The entry for October 22nd says nothing about casualties, as is normally shown when deaths 
and wounded are incurred, firstly mentioning officers who have been killed or wounded and 

then mentioning other ranks by numbers killed. This entry is intriguing in that Willie 
Thornton is known to have died on this date (October 22nd 1916), but no casualties are 
mentioned in the war diary. This was despite a heavy bombardment which it is hard to 
believe would not incur casualties, especially in this case as the diary notes that ‘C Company 
HQ’ was blown in. 

Additionally, later that same day a trench raid by the Germans took place on the battalion’s 
positions, but no casualties are recorded for that, and so it can only be assumed that in the 
chaos of the trenches the death of soldiers such as Willie Thornton was overlooked by the 
adjutant writing up the war diary in what must have been dreadful conditions! 

 

The war diary entry for October 22
nd

 1916, showing no note of casualties. 

Private Willie Thornton was killed in action on October 22nd 1916. He was buried at 
Foncquevillers Military Cemetery in the Pas de Calais. The inscription that the family placed 
on the gravestone reads: 

“For as in Adam all die even so in Christ shall all be made alive. Corinthians 15”. 

There is a postscript to the story of Willie Thornton and it is one that that grand old lady of 
the Dales Hannah Hauxwell would appreciate.  Her stock phrase was always (delivered in a 

lovely Dales brogue!) ‘Circumstances alter cases’. In the circumstances of the death of Willie 
Thornton the case of his wife’s future life was changed after the war ended. 

Emily Thornton decided to travel to America in the 1920’s and she is noted on at least two 

passenger manifests for trips across the Atlantic in 1923 and 1927. Her intended city of 
residence after 1923 was Tulsa Oklahoma, where she was first to become an office secretary, 
a change from her teaching job in England, and then a stenographer. 
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The name of Emily Gladys Thornton is mention in several city directories for the city of 
Tulsa in the 1930’s. In 1924 she was shown as living on South Uttica Avenue in Tulsa and s 
being the widow of one William Thornton. Subsequent directories show her to have lived on 
South Cheyenne Avenue, apartment 113 and she is shown on the United States Federal 
census of 1930 as being resident in a Tulsa hotel on the night of the census, April 30th 1930. 

Seemingly Emily left Tulsa in the mid 1930’s and it is difficult to trace her whereabouts after 
that. An Emily Grace Thornton, born in 1890 died in Golcar in Huddersfield in 1964 and it 
may be that this lady was the wife of Willie Thornton, who after her travels in America, came 
back home to Yorkshire.  

Circumstances had indeed altered cases for Emily Grace, as they did for many millions of 
people after the war throughout Europe. 

 

Foncquevillers Military Cemetery, France, where Willie Thornton is buried. 

 
The CWGC Registration for Willie Thornton 

 

 

 


