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“My Story” 
 

by 
  

George Hewitt Townsley 
 

George Hewitt Townsley served as a Private in the Yorks’ and Lancs. Regiment during 
The First World War. He survived the war and returned to Batley where he lived for 
the rest of his life. His brother Pte. Willie Townsley was killed in June 1st 1918 in 
Etaples. 
 
In 1967 George wrote these words in which he remembers his life in the Army during 
the war and also he tells of his life returning to ‘civvies’, finding work, getting 
married and raising a family. 
 
His daughter Wendy has given permission to Project BUGLE to append George’s 
story to the Soldier’s Story the Project Team have prepared on the 100th Anniversary 
of Willie’s death. 
 
George wrote the article in 1977 and the words have not been edited in any way – a 
number of pictures have been inserted to give added value to the story. 
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My Early Life  
 

I started work at the age of thirteen at Joseph Newsome and Sons, Batley Carr. 
Previously I had delivered evening papers after school from five o’clock up to about 
seven, for which I received the sum of two shillings and six pence weekly. Mother 
took the money and gave me back two and a half pence. My first job in the mill was 
in the weaving department, tying on. We started at six o’clock until 5.30. I worked a 
month for nothing and then my first wage was a golden half sovereign. My ‘spend’ 
from that was ten pence. The boss was a nasty, foul-mouthed man, who tried to 
make everyone unhappy. My father was Foreman Warper and I spent as much time 
learning to warp as I could. 
 
The War broke out in 1914 and my brother Willie, who was warping, went to enlist. 
My father asked if I could take the machine over, so I did, at the age of sixteen. Two 
years later, I was called-up in the Army – in 1916. At the time, my age was 18 years 
and nine months. I was medically examined at Dewsbury Town Hall and pronounced 
‘A1’.  
 

I join the Army 
 
I was medically examined at Dewsbury Town Hall and pronounced ‘A1’ and from 
there, with some more recruits, we proceeded to Pontefract Barracks. There we 
were sorted out and sent to various regiments, mine was the York & Lancs. From 
there I landed at a place called Cocker Hall in County Durham. 
 

 

 
 

Cocker Hall, County Durham in 1916 
 

 

After three months training we moved to Sunderland on the coast. The weather was 
very cold. After three more months all of us went to France.  
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To France and Etaples 
 
The camp where we landed was called Etaples – a bleak and windswept place on the 
coast. The ground was covered in snow and underneath was sand dunes. 
The sleeping accommodation consisted of tents – and crowded twelve to a tent.  
 

 
 

Etaples Camp - 1917 
 
There were about 250,000 troops in the camp. There was a large hospital and a 
Military cemetery also. My elder brother, Willie, is interred in the cemetery.  
 
 

 
 

Pte. Willie Townsley 
Killed in a bombing raid whilst in hospital in France 

June 1st 1918 
 

Willie had been in France since 1915 and was due to be transferred to England. At 
the same time there was an epidemic of influenza and, unfortunately, he contracted 
it and was sent to the Etaples Hospital. While there the Germans bombed the 
hospital and he was one of the casualties. 
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Every morning we were lined-up on parade after breakfast. The rations consisted of 
one tin of corned beef between three men and also four hard biscuits each – to last 
until four o’clock. After six weeks training on the bull-ring, as it was called, we were 
sent up to the front – to a place called Arras. The rations up there consisted of a loaf 
of bread to twelve men and two biscuits to last all the day. We were billeted in 
catacombs under the town. 
 
There was a big offensive planned shortly after we arrived. I was in the 7th Battalion 
of the York and Lancs; Pioneers of the 17th Division. Just after we arrived, Willie came 
to see me. The rations had just come up and when he saw what they consisted of he 
invited me up to their billet, and for a week I went up and got as much as I could eat. 
That was the last time that I saw him – they had been moved to a different sector. 
 
The weather was very cold and the catacombs were like dungeons. In a few weeks 
time we were moved up the line to a place called Monchy, which was practically 
flattened, and we were again billeted in cellars. One man in my section was killed by 
a sniper when he popped his head out.  
 

On the Move again 
 
The great offensive was planned to start any time now. A week later we moved into 
a village called Tilsky. The front line was manned by a battalion of Jocks – The 
Highland Infantry. Our battalion manned the support line. The next day at dawn the 
barrage started. Hundreds of heavy artillery were wheel to wheel. The noise was 
deafening.  
 

 
 

Vimy Ridge – a painting 
 
On the right, a place called Vimy Ridge went up with a roar. The orders came to 
stand to – ready to go over the top. The Jocks were the first. The Germans were 
waiting for them with their machine guns. A great number of them were killed and 
wounded. Our Pioneer Battalion was next. We were loaded with picks and shovels 
and had great difficulty in mounting the parapets. However, we were lucky and had 
few casualties. 
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The object was to capture Pilkem Ridge. The Germans were dug in behind it. Our 
battalion was attached to the Royal Engineers. We had to go up to lay a light railway 
as far as we could. The Germans had observation balloons up and when they spotted 
us their artillery would start shelling us with shrapnel. One day they caught us just as 
we were packing up. I had a drill to carry. As we ran, they followed us. I never ran as 
fast in my life.  After a week or two we were sent out on rest. As we marched out of 
line we saw a lot of dead cavalry – men and their mounts. That was the last time 
cavalry was used in the war. 
 
The next place we landed was called the Golden Chateau. We dug in at the front of 
it. Jerry shelled us every day and one chap next to me got a piece of shrapnel in his 
head. A humorous incident happened – a corporal lost his nerve and started running 
on top of the trench calling for his mother. Our Sergeant, called Heckingbottom, 
started chasing him calling ‘come back silly bugger’. The corporal was sent down to 
Battalion HQ and got a job in the stores. 
 
Our job was to go up into no man’s land and make barbed wire entanglements in 
front of our trenches. When we had moved forward, or back, new trenches had to 
be dug about six feet deep. The officer and sergeant would lay a white tape for a 
marker and we had to dig accordingly. We had to get the job done before dawn. 
Sometimes the Germans would spot us and shell us with trench mortars. These were 
a large ball full of shrapnel on a kind of stick. They went up perpendicular and came 
straight down into the trenches. If their aim was good then a good deal of damage 
and casualties was done. On one of these bombardments I was slightly wounded in 
the back with a piece of shrapnel. The chap next to me got one in the head and died 
from it. 
 

Back to Blighty for some Leave 
 
After a few weeks, we were withdrawn from the line for a week’s rest. I was due for 
a fortnight’s leave and glad of it. What a relief to see the Old Country again. When I 
got home I stripped all my clothes off and had a good bath. My mother put my 
underclothes into the set-pot to kill all the lice harbouring in the seams.  
Most of my leave was spent visiting my relations. My cousin Norman had been killed 
on the Somme. He was in the Bradford Pals. At the fortnight end I picked up my kit 
bag and rifle and took leave of the family. The sea was very rough and I was very 
sick. My destination was Etaples again. When I got there, I was informed that my 
battalion had been disbanded and I was sent to the 1/5th Battalion, York and Lancs., 
in the 49th Division. The battle for Passchendaele had started and the 49th was one of 
the divisions to go up the line.  
 
Both the Germans and the British had suffered a great many casualties.  Our side 
was scraping the barrel for men. A lot of them had been at the Base all war. They 
were a poor sample but the Germans were worse – boys about sixteen were called-
up. 
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The March to Passchendaele 

 
In September, our division started the march to Passchendaele. The weather was 
bad rain every day. Everybody was soaked to the skin. We were sleeping in tents and 
all we had to sleep on was one groundsheet and a blanket. The march was about 100 
miles and it took us a week to make it.  
 
When we arrived at Ypres everybody was fed up and weary. On October 9th we set 
off up to the trenches, in front of Passchendaele. The ground was one sea of mud 
and the only path was a line of duckboards.  
 

 
 
 
There was a huge bomb crater full of water. The rations had to be brought up by 
mules as wagons sunk in the mud. The conditions were awful. Men badly wounded 
had to be left to die. After a fortnight we were relieved by some Aussies. We were 
billeted in trenches in the rear. 
 
One day the Germans started bombarding us with the big guns, and the dugout I and 
five more chaps were in was hit by a shell. We were buried in the dugout. Four were 
dead when the others dug us out. I was lucky my steel helmet saved my life. I 
received some severe bruises and concussion. The wounded were sent down to a 
first aid station where we were attended to. I and some more were sent down to the 
hospital at Etaples. I was badly shocked and bruised about the head and face. After 
two months I was examined by a doctor and pronounced unfit to go to the front. I 
was sent to join a labour battalion. Our job was to flatten corn in the fields and dig 
trenches for our infantry as the Germans advanced. 
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This continued for about two months until the enemy was halted. He was defeated 
and bargaining for an armistice. We were billeted near a town called Tourcoing. This 
town, and two called Roubaix and Courtruie, were towns manufacturing cloth.  
The Armistice was called and all fighting ceased. I went into the town of Tourcoing 
for a look around. The mills were similar to our mills in the Heavy Woollen District. 
The enemy had wrecked all the machinery and taken all the brass and copper away. 
Our Company had very little to do now. The roads were in a bad condition and we 
were put to filling holes and straightening things out.  
 

Returning home and back to Civvy Street 
 
We were informed that anyone who could get work at home could obtain his 
discharge. I was due for leave so I applied and was granted a month’s leave. 
Christmas was over and I landed home in January. I went down to the mill, into the 
office, and made enquiries about a job, and got a letter to send back to the Company 
confirming a job.  
 
I was glad to get back into civvies again. The concussion I had received had left me 
with shattered nerves, the doctors called it Neurasthenia. I was low spirited and 
avoided company. After the Leave, I got my discharge papers and started working 
again. Shortly afterwards a letter came for me to go up to Staincliffe Hospital for an 
examination for a pension. I decided not to bother about that, as I could do my job 
all right. I was to regret that decision later as I found out that quite a number of 
returning soldiers were receiving pensions, some of whom had never seen active 
service. The only thing I was interested in was work. 
 
At weekends, I was bored with nothing to do. My Father, who had a garden, 
suggested that I should help him to pass the time on. I had a go but could not get 
interested and rejected it. After a while, I started keeping poultry and that kept me 
busy in my spare time. I was doing very well down at the mill earning good wages. 
My Father was Foreman and had a fixed rate of pay. That was four pounds a week. 
Sometimes I could earn as much as seven pounds a week with overtime. This did not 
suite Father and he asked the boss if he thought I was earning too much. The reply 
was the more I earned the better for the firm. 
 
I palled-up with an old pre-war friend called John Rowley and we used to go to 
Dewsbury Empire on a Saturday night. We went into the Circle at the Empire and 
that was where I met my future wife. We were in the back row and at the interval I 
happened to look round and I saw two young ladies standing up behind us. I 
suggested to John that we should let them take our seats and after the show we 
walked them home. This was the turning point in my life. We started walking out 
regularly. We had much in common. I had very little experience with girls before 
then. In those days we did not flit from one girl to another. 
 
We had been going out together about four months when Florrie suggested I should 
meet the family. I was very shy and as the family consisted of another three sisters 
and two brothers, and father an ex-artillery sergeant, I took a lot of persuading. 
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Eventually I picked up the courage and went to their house for tea one Sunday 
afternoon. I was made very welcome, especially by her mother, a kindly motherly 
woman. The family name was Kilburn, father’s name was George Arthur and he had 
served as a Farrier Sergeant in the same Division – the 49th Territorial Division. The 
daughters were Florrie, Doris, Rosie, Lucy and the sons were George and Edmund. I 
took Florrie to our house to meet my parents. She was made welcome by them and 
especially by my mother. 
 
Florrie and myself had much in common with one another, she liked gardening and 
poultry. I started saving up for the future and started paying for my keep. I was 
improving in health by now and I came to bless the day when I gave up my seat in 
the Empire to a young lady. Florrie was very good looking with beautiful brown eyes 
and a lovely complexion that was natural. She had a lovely head of hair which 
reached down to her waist.  

 
The Start of a Long and Happy Marriage 

 
After we were married she had her hair bobbed and after a while I got used to the 
change. (I have the hair in the drawer upstairs.) She had a good job at a clothing 
factory but I asked her to give it up. My mother had gone out to work and I didn’t 
want a repetition of that sort of a life. 
 
We began married life in a furnished house at the cost of thirty shillings per week. 
After six months we packed that in and went to live at my mothers. I had put my 
name down for a Council house, which we got in a few months time. We were 
dissatisfied with the house after a while. The site was opposite Batley Park in a short 
street called Copley Street. The neighbours were a mixed lot. We stayed there two 
years. There was a house in Mount Terrace coming to let so we decided to move. 
The house was an old one but the Landlady promised a better one when possible. 
After two years the house next to my mothers became empty and we got that. 
 
We now felt settled and decided to start a family.  My father had a large garden and 
some poultry, which we shared. We both loved gardening and were very happy now. 
On April 12th 1929 my first daughter was born, a lovely little tot who we decided to 
name Mollie.  
 
My mother-in-law had died a few years before, worn out with work and worry. My 
mother and Florrie had much in common, and they got on fine together. I got very 
interested in gardening and poultry and made it my hobby for sixty years.  
 
Things in the woollen trade began to get bad. The standard rate of wage for a full 
week of fifty-two and a half hours was fifty shillings. I managed to make a bit more 
by helping to make firelighters for my father who had been pushed out of his job by 
a younger man. The manager wanted to lower the standard rate by 5% so we came 
out on strike. The strike lasted two weeks. The rate remained the same. My father 
offered me three pounds a week to work for him. I decided to accept. For six months 
I worked for him, but the job was dreary.  
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The Under-Manager sent word to ask me to go back into the mill, which I decided to 
do. My father was annoyed but trade was getting better and I had my little family to 
think about. 
 
Mollie was growing up into a lovely little lady. I was earning more money now, so we 
decided to increase the family by one, which resulted in the birth of another 
daughter, who we named Margret Wendy, another little beauty. We had little family 
aid, just a few shillings for the second child, so we decided that two children brought 
up properly was better than half a dozen dim-wits. The girls turned out as we had 
hoped for, and they have done their best to help me get over the loss of my dear and 
loving wife.  She passed away on February 15th 1967, aged 67. I have now been on 
my own twelve years. Wendy wanted me to live with them but I am an independent 
sort of a chap, so I thought I could manage on my own. They have both married 
goods husbands. Mollie has a son and daughter and Wendy has a son. We celebrated 
my 80th birthday last year. 
 
Up to my wife dying we lived at the top of Mount Street, off Warwick Road. I decided 
to move away from the place and I have never been there since. I advertised the 
house, which I had bought a few years before, also the house next door, for sale. I 
had a large greenhouse, poultry houses and a lot of garden tools. I had to sell them 
as the house I had bought in Carlinghow had only a small garden. A man came and 
offered to buy me out. I asked £50 for the lot. He said it was too much. As I was 
anxious to get away I let him have it for £30. A year ago, a friend who lived in the 
next street said the garden and greenhouse were in ruins. The man was too idle to 
look after the place. 
 
The house where I now live is a back-to-back house near Batley Park. The park has 
two Bowling Greens. I started taking an interest in the game. The chaps are a decent 
lot of men and learnt me how to bowl. Now I am very keen and spend a lot of time 
there in the summer. In the winter I go for long walks. There is still some nice 
country up here and I get out nearly every day when the weather is good. My 
daughters are very good to me and call to see me every few days. 
 
 
George Hewitt Townsley 
 
November 24th 1977 

 

George at 90 years old 


