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Rank:  Private 

 

 

Died:  5th November 1918 
 

 

12th Bn (Miners)(Pioneers) Battalion, Kings OwnYorkshire 

Light Infantry 

 

Summary 

Willie Syke's family home was Hollin Hall, Upper Hopton where he lived with 

his ten brothers and sisters and parents Arthur and Ellen. Willie worked as a 

coal miner. His marriage banns were read out three times in February 1917 but 

unfortunately he could not attend as he was serving on the Western Front.  

Willie first served in Egypt and was then transferred to the Western Front in 

March 1916. 

He died in a hospital (age 27) in Oxford from pneumonia after suffering injuries 

and was buried in St John's, Upper Hopton. (Willie Sykes's death certificate 

shows that he died on the 5th November 1918, in Durham Buildings General 

Hospital, St Peter in the East, Oxford). Perhaps Willie finally lost his life from 

the deadly Spanish flu virus that went on to kill millions of people around the 

world. The most deadly period for the Spanish flu pandemic was October to 

December 1918. 

 His younger brothers also served on the Western Front. Walter was killed in 

May 1917 and Herbert survived the war but had to have both his legs 

amputated. The youngest brother Joe was wounded in 1917 and hospitalised, 

also gassed in 1918 and spent time in the Dewsbury War Hospital. He was 

discharged on the 21 May 1919.   
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Family details 
 
Date of Birth 
 

8th April 1891 

Date of Baptism 
 

7th June 1891 

Church Baptised 
 

St John's, Upper Hopton 

Father 
 

Arthur  1860-1939 

Father's occupation 
 

Waste bleacher 

Mother 
 

Ellen  (nee Mann)  1863-1935 
 

Siblings 
 

Alan, Alice, Ernest, Walter, Herbert, 
Joseph, Lizzie, Annie, Nelly & Hilda 
(one child died in infancy) 

Parents residence 
 

Hollin Hall,  Hopton (1911) 

Soldiers residence 
 

Above 

Soldiers Occupation 
 

Coal miner 

Married 
 

Marriage banns for Willie Sykes and 
Lizzie Brant were read out 3 times in 
Feb 1917 but they never married. 

Spouse 
 

 

Children 
 

 

Burial / Memorial 
 

St John's churchyard, Upper Hopton 

Age at death 
 

27 
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Sykes family 1911 Census 
 

 
 

Willie's brothers 
 

Three of his younger brothers also served on the Western front. His younger 

brother Walter lost his life whilst serving on the Western Front May 1917. 

 Herbert survived the war but had to have both his legs amputated. 

Alan and Ernest were both coal miners and no records could be found about 
their military service. Ernest was buried at St Johns church Upper Hopton on 
the 1 April 1929 age 40. 
The youngest brother, Joe was born on the 17 July 1898.  He enlisted in the 

2nd West Yorkshire Regiment (Reg. No. 63556), rank Private . He was wounded 

in 1917 and hospitalised, also Gassed in 1918 and spent time in the Dewsbury 

War Hospital. He was discharged on the 21 May 1919.  On the 10th February 

1934 , Joe married Hilda Brewer at St. Pauls Church, Eastthorpe. The marriage 

certificate states that he was a railway man and still living at Northgate. 
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Military Details 
 

Attestation / Enlistment 
 

 

Deployment 
 

December 1915 moved to Egypt, then 
on to France in March 1916. 

Rank 
 

Private 

Medals 
 

1914-1915 Star 
British War Medal 
Victory Medal 

Regiment number 
 

12/1069 

Regiment 
 

The 12th Bn (Miners)(Pioneers) 
Battalion, Kings Own Yorkshire Light 
Infantry 

Regimental Badge  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Died 
 

5th November 1918 - Willie Sykes 
death certificate shows that he died in 
Oxford of Influenza and Pneumonia. 
Durham Buildings General Hospital, St 
Peter in the East.  

Cemetery or Memorial 
 

St John's churchyard, Upper Hopton 

Age at death 27 
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12th (Service) Battalion (Miners)(Pioneers) Kings Own Yorkshire 

Light Infantry 

The battalion's history dates from 5th September 1914 when the War Office 
authorised the West Yorkshire Coal Owners Association to raise a Miners 
Battalion for the King's Own (Yorkshire Light Infantry). After beginning its life in 
Leeds, the battalion trained first at Farnley Park, Otley and then at Burton 
Leonard, near Ripon. By this time it had been allocated to 31st Division as its 
pioneer battalion. Training was difficult due to severe shortages of arms, 
munitions and equipment. After completing its training in Yorkshire, the 
battalion moved to Fovant, Salisbury in October 1915 before embarking for 
Egypt on 6th December 1915. Preparation had been for service in France but at 
the last minute orders were changed and they proceeded to Egypt in 
December to take over No. 3 sector of the Suez canal. After little more than 
two months in Egypt, the 12th K.O.Y.L.I. was ordered to France to take part in 
the planned summer offensive on the Somme.  
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The Campaign in the Western Desert 

Background 

 

The Western frontier of Egypt was over 700 miles long. Most of this faced 

desert, with only a narrow habitable coastal strip heading away towards 

Italian-held Tripoli. The scale of the map of the coastal area shown here can be 

gauged from the fact that Cairo to Mersa Matruh is just under 300 miles. 

 

 

 

Arab and Berber tribes in North Africa agitate against the British 

To the west of British-controlled Egypt, Arab and Berber tribes were being 

agitated by German and Turkish propaganda, fuelled by German money. 

Various hostile acts began to be committed against the frontier posts. 
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Recall from Egypt to France  

Willie’s Regiment were recalled to France and sailed to Marseilles during the 

first week in March 1916 for service on the Western Front. Their first action 

being the attack on Serre on the 1st July during the Battle of the Somme. They 

were also in action during the Battle of Ancre and in 1917 the Operations on 

the Ancre before moving north to Arras for the Third Battle of the Scarpe and 

the capture of Oppy Wood. Between 1 July and 30 November 1917, attached 

to Fifth Army Troops for work on light railways. In 1918 they saw action in the 

Battle of St Quentin, The Battle of Bapaume, the First Battle of Arras, they 

moved north to Flanders and took part in the Battle of Estaires, the Battle of 

Hazenbrouk, the defence of Nieppe Forest and the attack at La Becque during 

the Battles of the Lys.During the advance in Flanders they were involved in the 

capture of Vieux Berquin and the action of Tieghem. 

 

12th Battalion K.O.Y.L.I. involvement on the Somme 

Willie's Regiment was positioned on the extreme left of the main British attack. 
The plan for the opening day of the Somme offensive required 94th and 93rd 
Brigades of 31st Division to capture the hill-top fortress village of Serre. Prior 
to the attack they were dug in at intervals along the divisional front, each 
running from the front line to within 30 or 40 yards of the German lines; one 
hour before the assault, all the guns were to be opened up. As soon as the 
infantry were through their first objectives, "B" and "C" Companies of the 12th 
K.O.Y.L.I. were to start constructing communication trenches leading to the 
captured German lines. "A" and "C" Companies had been allocated to 94th and 
93rd Brigades respectively, their task being to establish strong points at 
selected positions in the captured German trenches.  

The pioneers went into the attack equipped similarly to the assault infantry, 
the chief difference being that the pioneers also carried a pick or a shovel and 
only 170 - rather than 220 - rounds of ammunition.  
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The failure of 31st Division's attack at Serre in the face of overwhelming enemy 
artillery and machine gun fire is well-known. On the 94th Brigade front, two 
platoons from "A" Company of the 12th K.O.Y.L.I. followed the 12th York & 
Lancasters (Sheffield City Battalion) and 11th East Lancashires (Accrington 
Pals) into the attack; as many as four out of every five men from these two 
platoons were wounded or killed.  

 
 
 
Willie's recorded effects 
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Willie's Medal Card 
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Willie's  Medals 

 
 

1914 - 1915 Star 
 

                       
         British War Medal     Victory Medal 
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Willie's Death Certificate 
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St John's churchyard, Upper Hopton 
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Willie's family grave in St John's churchyard Upper 
Hopton 
 

 
 
 

 Gravestone for Walter's parents Arthur and Ellen Sykes and their eldest son 
Alan.  Ellen died 1935 living at Northgate, Arthur 1939 at Jackroyd Lane and 
Alan 1954 at Beech Street, Mirfield. 
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DEWSBURY REPORTER     16.11.1918 
Funeral of Willie Sykes with Military Honours in Upper Hopton Churchyard 

 

 
 
 
Reporter 19th May 1917 

Newspaper report about both of Willie’s brothers 

(Walter and Herbert). 

 
  


