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Pte. Willie TOWNSLEY (1896-1918) 

(King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry) 

 

 

  

Pte. Willie Townsley, aged 22, Service Number 18734, of the King’s Own Yorkshire 

Light Infantry was killed on June 1st 1918. He was in hospital in France, recovering from a 

bout of Influenza, when the enemy bombed the hospital. He was seriously wounded and he 

died two days later.  He was buried in the Etaples Military Cemetery, Pas de Calais.  He was 

a son of Arthur and Annette Townsley of 5, Mount Terrace, Batley.  

Family Information 

Willie Townsley was born on July 3rd 1896 in Eccleshill near Bradford. He was the second of 

five children to Arthur and Annette Townsley – all the children were born in Eccleshill. 

Father, Arthur, was born in Birstall on December 9th 1865 – and he was employed as a 

Woollen Warper. He married Annette Gibson, who was born in 1868 in Birstall, at St. John’s 

Church, Carlinghow, on July 8th 1888. 
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The Census of 1891 reports Arthur and Annette living at 2, Harrison Buildings in Eccleshill – 

and they have their first child, Harry, aged just seven months. 

Harry was born on September 21st 1890; followed by WILLIE on July 3rd 1896 and then Annie 

on February 4th 1897. 

All three children were baptised on the same day – April 28th 1897 – at St. Luke’s Parish 

Church, Eccleshill. 

 

 

 

Two further children came along – George Hewitt Townsley on February 11th 1898 and Ben 

Gibson Townsley on October 18th 1900. By the 1901 Census the family were living in 

Apperley Road in Idle in Bradford and all the children were at school. 

The family moved to Batley in the early 1900s and settled at No. 5 Mount Terrace, off 

Mount Street in Batley – this was to be the family home for many years. 

Sadly, son Harry died on February 19th 1906, aged fifteen, and he was buried at St Paul’s 

Church, Hanging Heaton. (A photograph of the headstone is shown later). 

Willie grew up in the Batley area. He attended school at Mill Lane, Hanging Heaton and later 

at Warwick Road Day School – his name appears on the Warwick Road School WWI Roll of 

Honour. He attended the Commonside Wesleyan Chapel in Hanging Heaton. He, like his 

father, was a Warper at Messrs. J. Newsome and Sons of Batley Carr. 

[A ‘warper’ was someone who set the warp thread on the looms. The ‘warp’ was the set of 
yarns placed lengthwise in the loom, crossed by and interlaced with the weft, and forming the 
lengthwise threads in a woven fabric.] 

 

                                                          



 

Project BUGLE – The Soldier’s Story                      Page: 3 of 7 June 2018 

Service Record 

Willie enrolled in the Services at Dewsbury in October 1914 and he went to France for the 

first time on May 21st 1915. We know very little about this actual deployment. One of the 

interesting artifacts from the family collection of Willie’s effects is a postcard containing a 

poem. 

 

 

The assumption is that Willie wrote this poem – but how it came to be printed as a postcard 

isn’t known. It can only be assumed that Comrade Clegg was someone Willie met during his 

time in France. [The only local ‘Willie Clegg’, who is buried at St. Peter’s Church, Birstall, died 

at home in 1919.] 

Willie served in France for over four years and during that time he was wounded twice. But 

it was a bout of influenza that was to result in him having to stay in hospital for an extended 

period. He had been in hospital for about six weeks when he wrote to his parents and told 

them of the latest outrageous actions by the enemy – bombing hospitals. 

He wrote saying he was having an extended stay in hospital and the Germans had flown 

over them and bombed the hospital …. 

“Perhaps you may have seen it in the Papers about Fritz making a raid on us the       

other night. My word he didn’t half drop some stuff. I never thought women so 

brave, but you can take my word for it they can give us chaps some start. They were 

just as calm as if nothing was happening. They filled me with admiration. A few of 

the Sisters were killed. Some of the cases of shell shock we had to hold down in bed. 

I don’t think anything is too bad for them. The long and short of it is that they intend 

to finish the business one way or the other.” 
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There were further bombing raids and just two days after Willie’s parents received the 

above letter news came through that he had been seriously wounded and this was followed 

almost immediately by a telegram of his death. 

Willie was buried in the Etaples Military Cemetery, near Boulogne, on the north-west coast 

of France.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Etaples Military Cemetery is the largest CWGC cemetery in France and contains the remains 
of soldiers from the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, India 
and Germany. The Commonwealth War Graves Commission has only published the number 
of Commonwealth and German dead buried in Etaples, although its records for the 
cemetery note that it contains 'a few war graves of other nationalities’ - the cemetery 
contains 10,792 Commonwealth burials.] 
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The Family’s own Remembrance Ribbon 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Loving Memory of 

PRIVATE 

WILLIE TOWNSLEY 

Aged 23 Years 

Killed in Etaples Hospital  

June 1st 1918 

 

In the best of life death claimed him 

In the Pride of his manhood days 

None knew him but to love him 

None Mentioned his name but with Praise 

 

Never a day that his name is not spoken 

Never an hour but he’s in our thoughts 

 

Deeply mourned by his 

Father, Mother, Sister and Brothers 

 



 

Project BUGLE – The Soldier’s Story                      Page: 6 of 7 June 2018 

Willie is remembered on the Batley War Memorial and at a number of different locations.   

In St Paul’s Church Graveyard in Hanging Heaton. 

(The Grave of his older brother Harry – but Willie is also mentioned.) 

 

 

On the Warwick Road School – Roll of Honour 
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Holy Trinity Church, Batley Carr – Roll of Honour 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the end of the War he returned home to Batley. He wrote of his experiences in both the 

army and his later life. His daughter, Wendy, has given permission for George’s story to be 

made available to Project Bugle – the first time the story has been read outside the family.  

To read George’s Story follow this link 

 http://www.projectbugle.org.uk/soldiers-stories/those-who-came-back/private-george-hewitt-

townsley/ 

Researched for Project BUGLE by Tony Dunlop - with grateful thanks to Wendy Wood, of Birstall, for 

photographs and her kind permission for Project BUGLE to publish her father’s story.   

Willie’s younger brother, George Hewitt Townsley, 

served in France with the Yorks. and Lancs. 

Regiment. He was in France for about two years, 

much of the time in the Etaples area. He was 

injured on a number of occasions but finally 

suffered serious head injuries when the dugout he 

was in took a direct hit  

http://www.projectbugle.org.uk/soldiers-stories/those-who-came-back/private-george-hewitt-townsley/
http://www.projectbugle.org.uk/soldiers-stories/those-who-came-back/private-george-hewitt-townsley/

