
Private William Henry Graham©  
Regimental number: 23876 
1st Battalion, South Wales Borderers 
  
born: 5 July 1880–died: 22 April 1918  
 
Private William Henry Graham was born and raised in the coal mining area of Chesterfield, 
Derbyshire, England. He was born on 5 July 1880 in Hasland, a suburb of Chesterfield, to Annie 
Graham, but his father was unnamed. Annie, who had been born about 1861 to Thomas Graham, 
was a ball maker at a pottery when William was born.1   
 
On 27 December 1880, about six months after William’s birth, Annie married Samuel Holmes, a 
miner, in Chesterfield, when they both were 19.2 Annie and Samuel went on to have 11 children. 
William was identified in subsequent censuses as William Holmes, although he did not use that 
name in any official documents. William’s great granddaughter Liz said that he went by the 
surname Holmes, even using that name with his children.3 
 
In the 1881 Census for Brampton, another suburb of Chesterfield, Samuel, Annie and William 
(identified as William Holmes) were lodging with a widowed woman. Samuel was working in a coal 
mine.4 
 
By 1891, the family had grown to include five additional children and they were living on Wheeldon 
Lane, Chesterfield. Samuel continued to work in the mine.5 The children were: 
 

 Charlotte, who was born on 30 April 1882.6 She married Joseph Stevenson, an underground 
miner, in 1903, had at least three children7 and died in 1962 in Chesterfield;8 

 Bertha, who was born on 17 May 1884.9 In 1907 she married Henry Mellors, a coal cutter 
machinist.10 Bertha died in Chesterfield in 1960;11 

 Samuel, who was born in 1886.12 In 1911, he was living with his family, and he too was a 
miner;13  

 Annie, who was born in 1888;14 and 
 Herbert, who was born in 1890.15  

 
In 1901 William was recorded as a Holmes and, like his stepfather, was a coal miner. The growing 
family, which now included eight living children (two had died), was living in Hasland.16 The 
children born during the previous decade were: 
 

 Fred, who was born in 1892, but sadly died in the same year;17 
 Ada, who was born on 22 February 1896. Ada married Bernard Clarke in 1920 and in 1939 

she and Bernard were living in Derbyshire. He was a sales manager for an iron and steel 
engineering works;18 

 Robert, who was born and died in 1897;19 and 
 Albert, who was born in 1899.20 

 
Two other Holmes children were subsequently born: 
 

 Dora, who was born in 1902;21 and 
 Edna, who was born in 1906.22 

 



On 20 October 1902, William married Ann Ellen Davies in Chesterfield. William used his birth 
surname, Graham, on the marriage registration and did not identify his father.23  
 
Ann Ellen Davies had been born on 25 January 1879 in Liverpool, Lancashire, to Ann Williams and 
Charles Alfred Davies. Charles was a mariner.24 In the 1891 Census the Davies family was living in 
Bootle, a suburb of Liverpool, although Ann Ellen, then 12, was not with her family25 as she was 
attending the Toxeth Park Industrial School in Liverpool.26 Charles Davies died in Liverpool in 1895 
at the age of 45, leaving his wife Ann with six children under the age of 13.27  
 
By 1901, Ann was remarried to James Ferguson, a seaman labourer, and had moved to Hasland. In 
the 1901 Census, the unmarried Ann Ellen and her daughter Ellen Ann Davies, 3, who had been 
born in Bootle,28 were living with her mother Ann and James Ferguson in Hasland. Ann Ellen and 
her sister Catherine were working in a textile factory.29  
 
By 1911, Ann Ellen’s mother Ann had again been widowed and was living with her son Frederick in 
Chesterfield. Frederick had married Emily and they had a two-year old son named Frederick. Also 
living with them were Frederick’s sister Eliza, now married with the surname Burton, and her two 
children, Annie and Kate.30 
 
Also in 1911, William and Ann Ellen were living with five children, including Ellen Ann, in Hasland, 
where William was a coal cutting mechanic underground.31 The four children of William and Ann 
Ellen, born in Hasland, were: 
 

 Samuel, who was born on 21 January 1904;32 
 Ethel, who was born on 7 May 1905;33 
 Joseph Henry, who was born on 5 December 1909;34 and 
 Edith, who was born on 28 December 1910.35 

 
William and Ann Ellen later had two additional children, also born in Hasland: 
 

 Herbert, who was born and died early in 1913;36 and 
 Albert Mons, who was born in 1914. He sadly died a year after his father, in 1919.37 

 
Regrettably, only about 30% of UK service records still exist due to a fire resulting from a 1940 air 
raid on the Army Records Office in Walworth, London,38 and it appears that William’s records were 
not saved. As a result, certain specifics of William’s military experience were not obtainable. 
 
It is known that William enlisted in Chesterfield with the 12th (Service) Battalion, South Wales 
Borderers.39 Because William received a war gratuity of £13 10s,40 it is estimated that he enlisted in 
April 1915.41 The war gratuity was introduced in December 1918 as a payment to be made to those 
WW I servicemen who had served in the home service for a period of at least six months, or for any 
length of time if the man had served overseas.42  
 
The 12th (Service) Battalion was formed in March 1915 by the Welsh National Executive 
Committee as a Bantam Battalion.43 A “bantam” soldier was shorter than the army’s minimum 
regulation height of 5’ 3” (160 cm). The first bantam battalions were recruited in Cheshire after 
Alfred Bigland, MP, heard of a group of miners who had been rejected from every recruiting office 
because of their short stature. One of the miners offered to fight any man as proof of his suitability. 
These men were used to hard physical labour, working in coal mines where their stature was 
preferred. Bigland petitioned the War Office for permission to establish an undersized fighting unit. 
 



When permission was granted, news spread across the country, and men previously denied the 
chance to fight made their way to Birkenhead, where 3,000 successful recruits were accepted into 
two new bantam battalions in November 1914. The requirement for their height was between 4’ 
10” (147 cm) and 5’ 3” (160 cm). Chest size was one inch more than the army standard.44 
A recruiting poster highlights the stature difference for bantam recruits:45 
 

 
 
In July 1915, the 12th (Service) Battalion was moved to 
Prees Heath and in September 1915 they moved to 
Aldershot, where the formation became the 119th Brigade, 
40th Training Division. Weeding out the very under-sized 
or unfit men delayed the training program, so it was not 
until late spring 1916 that the division was ready to 
proceed to active service. The men were mobilized for war 
and landed at Le Havre on 2 June 1916, joining the 1st 
Division.46 
 
The war diary for the 1st Battalion, South Wales Borderers, 
for April 1918 gives a brief view of what William was faced 
with during the last month of his life. Early in April, his 
battalion returned to the Front. On 8 April the battalion 
entrained at Peselhoek and after five rather uncomfortable 
hours in the train arrived at Fouquereil. From there they 
marched to Beuvry, where they were billeted in comfort. 
The men were roused from their sleep by “crumps” (heavy 
artillery shells) falling in the village. News arrived that the 
Germans had attacked from La Bassée Canal to 
Armentières and had gained a footing in their line. The 
battalion was told to stand to and wait for orders.  

 
By 11 April, the battalion had been ordered to move to the Canal line, with two companies holding 
the line of the La Bassée Canal and two companies in support. Action over the next week was 
sporadic until the 18th, when their positions were heavily bombarded commencing at 4 a.m. Gas 
shells were frequently fired. Shelling attacked both the front and rear lines. Around 9 a.m. hostile 
infantry attacks commenced. One section passed into the enemy’s hands with the loss of many lives, 
a Vickers gun and three Lewis guns also being destroyed by shell fire. Other skirmishes were 
repulsed, but the fighting was intense. A number of Germans were able to get close to the brigade 
via an old trench, but they were dealt with at close range and the attack collapsed. At that point in 
the attack, it was estimated that about 25% of the attacking force “were rendered casualties.” Many 
Germans were observed about 10 a.m. wandering aimlessly about one sector, appearing to have 
lost their direction. 
 
At 11 a.m. the Germans were observed amassing for an attack in the orchard, but that attack was 
repulsed without reaching the battalion’s line. Early that afternoon almost 20 prisoners were taken. 
During the afternoon, observers saw large parties of Germans walking away in disorder. The 
battalion was able to identify the location of the Germans, so they were dealt with and driven away. 
 

Bantam recruiting poster 
Source: Wikimedia Commons 



As a result of their actions, the battalion received several messages of congratulation expressing 
“admiration for the staunch and gallant defence put up” and “A very heavy attack pushed home by 
vastly superior numbers has been repulsed with heavy 
loss to the Germans. The troops have shown a splendid 
spirit and may feel proud of their achievement.” 
 
But their job was not complete, for on 19 April the 
battalion counterattacked to take back certain areas 
captured by the enemy the day before. Small parties 
were sent out to reconnoitre and identify where the 
enemy was settled. At one section, within 15 minutes 
the troops rushed in, completely surprising the German 
garrison, who had no time to fire a round or put up an 
SOS signal. The company captured 19 German soldiers 
and three machine guns. However, during the battle to 
regain position, one officer was killed, several were 
injured, and 146 Other Ranks (non-officers) were 
killed, wounded or missing. As well, the battalion 
captured six enemy machine guns and took a German 
officer and 35 soldiers as prisoners.47 
 
It is unknown what part William played in these events, 
but on 22 April 1918 he was admitted to No. 1 Canadian 
Casualty Clearing Station with shrapnel wounds to his 
left knee and both hands.48  
 
A casualty clearing station (CCS) was a military medical facility behind the front lines that was used 
to treat wounded soldiers. A CCS would usually be located just beyond the range of enemy artillery 
and often near transportation facilities (e.g., a railway). The CCS received battlefield casualties from 
regimental aid posts located in the combat zone. Casualties that could not be adequately treated in 
the CCS were stabilized there before being transported to a field hospital or military hospital.49 
 
William died on the day of his admission and was buried later that same day at Pernes British 
Cemetery in France, Plot 1, Row D, Grave 4. A letter of condolence was sent to his wife.50  
 
Pernes British Cemetery was not opened until April 1918 when the 1st and 4th Canadian CCSs 
pulled back to Pernes, driven back by the German advance in Flanders. There are 1,098 First World 
War burials in Pernes.51 A picture of William’s grave marker is found on Find A Gave.52 
 
 
William was posthumously awarded both the British War Medal (for service overseas between 
1914 and 1918) and the Victory Medal (for service in an operational theatre). Although he had 
enlisted and served during 1915, he had not seen action at the Front that year, and thus he was not 
awarded the 1914–15 Star. The medals were subsequently provided to his wife.53 
 
Annie Graham Holmes, William’s mother, died in 1935 in Chesterfield.54 It is unconfirmed when 
Samuel Holmes died. 
 

Gravestone of Private Graham 
Source: Find a Grave 
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William’s wife Ann Ellen was just 39 when he died. Little is 
subsequently known about her, including whether she 
remarried and when she died. She did request a war pension for 
herself and the four children she had with William. However, a 
photo of Ann Ellen was posted on Ancestry.com and is used with 
permission:55 
 
Nothing could be confirmed about the later life of Ellen Ann 
Davies or for William’s daughter Ethel. 
 
Although little is known about William’s son Samuel, it is known 
that he was with the military, as demonstrated in the photo 
below. His similarity to his mother is striking.56 
 
Information on Joseph Henry 
Graham was confirmed by his 
great granddaughter Gwen. He 
married Elvira Emily Watts in 
1932 in Cardigan, Cardiganshire, 

Wales.57 They had one son, Alwyn, born in 1935, and he had three 
children, Gareth and Janet, both born in England, and Gwen, born in 
Australia.58 Joseph and Elvira farmed in Cardiganshire, Wales. Elvira 
died in Cardigan in 1974 at the age of 76.59 The photo of Joseph, is 
used with permission,60 was taken about 1980 in Adelaide, Australia, 
where he died 22 May 1989.61 
 
William’s daughter Edith had married George Cyril Worsencroft on 
26 December 1931 in Youlgreave, Derbyshire. Interestingly, she had 
recorded her name as Edith Graham Holmes and had identified her 
father as William Holmes. However, there is a correction on the 
document, made in 1976, revising her father’s name to William 
Henry Graham.62 Edith’s great granddaughter said that 
William brought up his children as Holmes rather than 
Graham.63  

 
In the 1939 England Register 
George Worsencroft recorded 
his occupation as motor 
roller driver.64 It appears that 
Edith and George had four 
children, including Brenda, 
who was born about 1932, 
and Geoffrey, who was born 
in 1946 and died in 1992.65 
Edith died at the age of 69 in 
1980 in Bakewell, 
Derbyshire.66 The photo of 
Edith is used with permission 
of her great granddaughter.67 
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Ann Ellen Davies Graham 
Source: Worsencroft and 
Branch Family Tree, Ancestry 
 

Samuel Graham 
Source: Worsencroft and Branch 
Family Tree, Ancestry 
 

Joseph Henry Graham 
Source: Graham Family Tree, 
Ancestry 
 

Edith Graham Holmes Worsencroft 
Source: Worsencroft and Branch 
Family Tree, Ancestry 
 



Thanks are extended to William’s descendants, Gwen and Liz, for their assistance in preparing this 
biography. 
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