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Harry Liley (1899-1918). 

9th Battalion King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry. 

 
The entry for Harry Liley in the Book of Remembrance. 

Harry Liley is shown on the Drighlington War Memorial as Harry Liley ‘Jnr’. This is to 
denote the fact that there were two Harry Liley’s. In fact Harry Liley, the younger, was the 
nephew of Henry Middleton Liley, also known as Harry it seems. Henry Middleton Liley 
(Harry also) was the brother of Harry Liley’s father Charles, and they lived at Melbourne 
House in Drighlington, opposite the station. Both ‘Harry’ Lileys were to die in the Great War. 
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Melbourne House in Drighlington where the Liley family grew up. 

 

Harry was born in 1889, the son of Charles Liley and Mary Hannah Liley. The latter had 
married at Birstall Parish Church in 1888 when they were living in Whitehall Road, 
Drighlington. Hannah’s father James Poole was shown as deceased on the marriage 
certificate but he had been an ivory comb maker in Drighlington. Charles’s father, Middleton 
was a wool extractor, as was Charles himself. The Liley family were still living in Whitehall 
Road when they were recorded as having two children in 1891. Charles by this time was a 
‘willier’ and ‘fettler’ in one of the local mills. By 1901 the Liley family consisted of two 
daughters and two sons, with Harry being the youngest at one year old. By this time his father 
Charles had moved into the business of being a cloth dealer. 

Unfortunately no entry for the Liley family can be found for the 1911 census. This would 
have told us how the family had progressed in the years between 1901 and 1910. Intriguingly 
though there is an entry in the baptism register for St. Paul’s church for 1909 which shows 
that several members of the Liley family were baptised by the vicar of the time John Trew, 
father of John McCammon Trew who was to lose his life in the Great War. Even Mary 
Hannah, the matriarch of the family was baptised, along with Harry, Dorothy and Edith. 
Charles was shown as a rag merchant in this entry and so he had progressed from working in 
the mills to being a dealer in woollen rags, taking advantage of the growth in the shoddy wool 
industry that grew up in the area at this time. 

Harry Liley joined the army on May 19th 1917 in Bradford. At first he was posted to a young 
soldier’s training battalion and became Private 27960 Liley of the Training Reserve 
Battalion. After training Harry was posted to the 9th Battalion of the King’s Own Yorkshire 
Light Infantry, (KOYLI), where he became Private 39301. 

Little can be gleaned of Harry’s own service, though a full war diary of the 9th battalion can 
be perused at the National Archive, giving details of his battalion. Harry Liley was taken 
prisoner on May 27th 1918 at the Battle of Kemmel Hill. Viewing the war diary for the first 
few days of May in 1918 make fascinating reading. It gives a full description of what Harry 
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and his colleagues must have gone through in those last few days of May before his capture 
by the advancing German infantry. 

The war diary for the 9th Battalion King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry in May 1918 
benefited from the fact that the adjutant composing it had a typewriter. Because of this it is 
one of the most full and easily legible war diaries, and certainly for the month of May 1918 
one of the most complete. The record of the day’s events in the last few days of May is quite 
extraordinary, bearing in mind the circumstances in which they were written. Some extracts 
from the diary follow, so as to show the chaos and confusion that reigned after a few ‘quiet 
days in the trenches’: 

15th May 1918. Berry au Bac. Quiet and uneventful day spent getting to know the trenches 
of which there are apparently far too many. Trenches fairly clean but sanitation and 
hygiene very bad. Very hot day. Hostile aeroplanes very active flying over the battalion 
sector during the day. 

23rd May 1918 Another quiet and uneventful day. 

 

The quiet days that were noted in the war diary were no indication of what the 9th Battalion 
KOYLI were soon to face in the trenches as the Germans attacked. In fact the diary for the 
26th of May 1918 noted that the Commander and Machine Gun Officer of the French 
regiment of Soaves, who were on that day to the right flank of the 9th KOYLI’s ‘came to 
lunch’. By 2-30pm that day though the diary reported that there was unusual communications 
activity from the German side, with the enemy talking ‘in clear’ about trenches and barrages. 
The situation was to become clearer by 9 pm that night when a captured German prisoner 
informed the battalion that the barrage against them was to begin at 1 am the following day, 
with the attack itself beginning at 2am. 

“27th May 1918. AT 1am the enemy bombardment began, gas and high explosives very 
accurate. Box respirators were put on everywhere and worn until the actual German attack 
developed. The result was that our men were fatigued, sore about the face and without 
breakfast to commence a long day’s attack. The Germans probably had breakfast in 
comfort! 

No report of the actual attack was brought to Battalion HQ until about 5 am by Lieutenant 
Shaw and 2nd Lieutenant Holmes who had been captured by the Germans and had 
escaped”. 

The diary then charts the chaos and confusion of a battalion under a massive German 
bombardment and then attack, with men being taken prisoner and escaping their captors in 
the melee. 

27th May 2-45 am. It appears however that the Germans attacked our advanced (D Coy) at 
3 am. They were held off by our posts for an hour or two and many casualties inflicted by 

rifles and grenades but mainly by Lewis guns directed at the enemy as he was getting 
through the wire. A hand grenade fight developed and our posts were eventually 
surrounded and the personnel killed wounded or captured, with the exception of 2 officers 
and 5 or six OR’s (other ranks). Lieutenant James commanding D Coy was killed. 



191 
 

27th May 1918 Ouvrages de la Meule 7am. Some bombers now worked up Boyau de la 
Carriere to the battalion headquarters which was moved to Ouvrages de la Meule. The 
C.O. ordered a counter attack to be made on Bastion de Wattignies where C Coy were 
being wiped out. 

9-30am. The Germans again attacked the post about 9-30 am and all of A Coy were killed 
or wounded except for about 30 men under 2nd Lt Hurley. 

2pm. The resistance of our posts in Bastion Jemappes and Bastion Mousquetaires seemed 
at this time to have been overwhelmed by the Germans as sounds of grenades bursting and 
rifle shooting ceased from that direction. 

The narrative for the 27th May 1918, with its desperate words, gassed, overwhelmed, wiped 
out, surrounded, is one of the most descriptive of any war diary the author has read. Men who 
were not killed or wounded were captured by the German mass advance and eventually only 
a few of the original battalion survived the battle. The war diary notes how many were left to 
parade a few days later: 

Chaltrai. June 1st 1918. Orders were received to form a company from the remnants of the 
battalion to form a composite battalion from the brigade to go up as reinforcements to the 
line. 3 Officers and 107 other ranks were paraded for this duty and proceeded to the line in 
motor buses at 9-30 am”. 

At some stage during the murderous hand to hand fighting and trench raids by the Germans, 
Harry Liley was taken prisoner on May 27th 1918. He was taken to Langensalza Prisoner of 
War camp in Germany, a camp which was used in the Second World War as a concentration 
camp. The camp was a brutal one, and over the winter of 1918 to 1919, before soldiers could 
be repatriated, many soldiers died from influenza or sheer starvation. It is not known which 
of these took the life of Harry Liley on November 28th 1918. 

Harry was one of 225 soldiers who were buried in the local cemetery to the camp. However, 
after the war the bodies of many serviceman who had died in captivity in Germany were 
brought to the cemetery at Niederszwehren. By the time that the Commonwealth War Grave 

Commission made a record of the grave of Harry Liley they were able to note that he was the 
son of Mary Hannah Liley, of the Fleece Inn, Carr Lane, Low Moor, Bradford. Like the other 
branch of the Liley family it seems that this side of the family had moved into the licensed 
trade by the end of the First World War. 
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The cemetery at Niederszwehren, Germany where Harry Liley is buried. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


