In Memory Of
Private

PERCY HENRY HOWELLS

Senice Number: 19943

1st Bn., Worcestershire Regiment who died on 30 August 1915 Age 18
Son of M. W. H. and Mrs. M A C. Howells, of Rose Cottage, Boraston, Tenbury Wells, Worcs.

IN THE MDST OF LIFE WE ARE IN DEATH
Remembered with Honour

RUE-DAVID MILITARY CEMETERY, FLEURBAIX
1.C.13.
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Remembrance Sunday Talk - 2020

Percy Henry Howells, the next of our parish fallen, who was only 18 when he
died in a quiet sector of the Western Front on August 30" 1915. Although he
wasn’t the first serviceman from our parish to lose his life, he was certainly the
youngest.
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Percy Henry Howells was the second of the two children born to William H
Howells and Mary Ann Colbourne Howells (nee Bradley) in the first quarter of
1897 — and he was at least the 3™ generation of the Howells family to be born
in Boraston.
On the 1901 Census we find Percy aged 4 living at the 23™ entry for Boraston
village, in a cottage which is described as being “near the church” (probably Rose
Cottage — now Ramblers Way - where the family was still living when the next
Census was taken in 1911). Percy lived with his widowed grandfather, James H
Howells, the head of the household; his parents, William and Mary Ann Howells;
his uncle, Arthur Howells, and his older sister, Sarah, aged 10.
Percy’s grandfather and his Uncle Arthur were both bricklayers and his father,
William, was a painter and decorator — so, with 3 skilled workers in the house,
the family would have been quite well provided for by the standards of the time.
Percy’s mother, Mary Ann, grew up at the New Inn at Knighton on Teme, where
her father, William Bradley, was landlord.
There were quite a few changes to the household at Rose Cottage between 1901
and the next Census in 1911. Percy’s uncle, Arthur Howells, got married in 1904
and settled at Knighton-on-Teme where his 2 daughters were born in 1906 and
1907; and his sister, Sarah, qualified as a teacher and had moved to Wiltshire.
In 1911 we find her aged 20 lodging with a family of farm labourers at
Winterborne Bassett (near Swindon) and teaching at the village school. Percy,
who was then 14, was still at school and still living with his grandfather and both
parents at No 1 Rose Cottage, Boraston.
Private Percy Henry Howells served with the 1% Battalion Worcester Regiment
on the Western Front; and we know from his pension and Medal Roll records
that he was unmarried because his outstanding pay and medals were returned
to his father as next of kin.
Before the War, the Worcesters already had 8 Battalions:- 4 of regular serving
soldiers (2 abroad and 2 in the UK) plus 2 battalions of Special Reserve (Militia)
and 2 Territorial Army battalions. During the war another 14 battalions were
raised, making a total of 22 at the Armistice. When war broke out, the 1
Battalion had been out in Egypt for 2 years. The men and horses set sail for
home on 30th September 1914, arriving in England on the 16™ of October for a
couple of weeks to train and re-equip before going out to the Western Front on
the 5™ of November 1914.
Unfortunately, Percy’s army service record is one of the 50% that was destroyed
when a German bomb struck the War Office repository in September 1940, so



we don’t know exactly when and where he enlisted — although most volunteers
had several months training in the UK before they were sent to France. Another
local soldier, Private F J Abley of Eardiston, who was only 2 years older that Percy
and who also served with the 1st Battalion Worcestershire Regiment, enlisted
at Tenbury in 1914. So - we can assume that the two boys probably joined up
together, even though Percy would only have been 17. Private Abley was killed
in action a couple of months before Percy, on the 28" of June 1915 near Neuve
Chapelle where the 1°* Worcesters were holding the line after the battle.
Private Percy Henry Howells was only 18 when he died on 30" August 1915. He
is buried in Plot 1 Row C13 in the Rue-David Military Cemetery at Fleurbaix; a
cemetery which was begun by the 2nd Royal Scots Fusiliers in December 1914
and closed to Commonwealth burials in December 1917. At the Armistice it
contained 220 graves, including Percy’s - although it was significantly enlarged
after the War when other burials were brought in from the surrounding area.
The Rue-David Cemetery is now the final resting place for 898 Commonwealth
soldiers, 429 of whom are unidentified.

After the Battles of Neuve Chapelle in March 1915 and Aubers Ridge in May, the
area the 1st Worcesters found themselves in to the south of Armentieres was
relatively quiet. The Allied and German armies had dug in after the battles, and
soldiers on both sides of the line had become accustomed to the stress and
monotony of trench life. Each 3-4 day spell in the front line was followed by 3-
4 days in the support trenches, then a period of rest in the rear. While in the
rear, the troops would work at night bringing up supplies or repairing trenches
and barbed wire, and by day they would train and rest.

In Lyn Macdonald’s book “1915 — The Death of Innocence”, Private F Bastable
of the 7t" battalion Queens Own (Royal West Kent) Regiment, who was in the
same part of the Front that summer, describes the death of his friend, Bill
Beckington, who was shot by a sniper while patching up a few feet of damaged
trench. | imagine that Percy Howells may have met his death in similar
circumstances; a cruel waste of two young lives.

Here is Private Bastable’s recollection, in his own words:- “The first casualty was
my mate. It wasn’t very nice. The trenches had been fired on and they’d broke
them all up, and we had to go in there and make them up tidy again with
sandbags. This was right in the firing line, so we both went in there, Bill and me;
one had to hold the sandbag open while the other filled it up. We were just
arranging it between us and thought nothing of it — we were well used to digging
trenches”. .... “Anyway, when we’d filled a few, Bill went up on the top with the
sandbag where the hole was all broke down to make it up. | was standing down
below while he was standing up doing it and the bullets started coming over.

| said to him “Look out Bill, they’ve got you spotted!” Well — he didn’t bob down
quick enough. The bullet just missed me and went to the back of the trench;
made my ears whistle, the noise of it - and the next moment before Bill could
say anything, he got it right in the head. It blew his head open and his brains
was all coming out”. .... “We went up the same night with the padre and gave



him a proper burial. ... | couldn’t get over it! The first man killed in the battalion
and it was my own mate. And all we was doing was sorting out the trench”.
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Because Percy Henry Howells was the youngest First World War casualty from
our parish, we know less about him than some of the others — so he is almost
symbolic of the Unknown Soldier, who was interred in Westminster Abbey on
Remembrance Day in 1920. It is also 100 years since the “new” Cenotaph was
unveiled, a stone copy of Lutyens’ wooden original from 1919 which has served
its purpose down the years as a focus for our national Remembrance.

The lych gate here at Boraston Church was erected in 1920 as a monument to
the young men from Nash and Boraston who served in the First World War. It
seems fitting that today during the Covid lockdown we are gathered outside
under it to remember one of our own.

Reflecting on those who survived and had to live with their memories is just as
important as honouring those who died — including Percy’s uncle, Arthur
Howells, who was conscripted only a few months after Percy was killed in action.
By then Arthur was 39, and he served in the Army Labour Corps attached to the
Royal Berkshire Regiment on the Western Front from July 1916 until the end of
the War, when — unlike Percy — he came home to his wife and daughters.

Bobbie Matulja
8" November 2020

Sources

e Ancestry.co.uk

e Wikipedia

e Imperial War Museum website (www.iwm.org.uk)

e The Worcestershire Regiment website - www.worcestershireregiment.com — for the
War Diary of the 1st Worcestershire.

e worcesterandmercianregimentmuseum.org — details of the battalions of the
Worcester regiment and the routine of trench life

e The Commonwealth War Graves website (www.cwg.org) — Information about Rue-
David Cemetery at Fleurbaix and the inscription on Percy Henry Howells’ grave

e Wartimememories.com — The Wartime Memories Project

e temevalleynorthparish.co.uk and friendsofthealdershotmilitarymuseum.com — for
information about other soldiers who served with the 1t Battalion Worcestershire
Regiment

e 1915 The Death of Innocence by Lynne Macdonald — 1993, Headline Book Publishing

e Facebook page - The Great War 1914-1918 ‘The Rage of Men’ for articles and a
timeline of events
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Plan of Rue-David Military Cemetery, Fleurbaix
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1911 Census showing Percy living with his grandfather and parents at No 1 Rose Cottage,
Boraston

1911 England Census for Percy Henry Howells
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1901 Census Record

1901 England Census for Percy H Howells
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Percy Henry Howells - Service Medal and Award Rolls 1914-1920
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Percy Henry Howells — Register of Soldiers Effects
Showing his back pay as being returned to his father, William Howells (next of kin)
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Plan of WW1 Battlefields around Neuve Chapelle (March 1915 and Aubers Ridge (May 1915)
Fleurbaix, where Percy Henry Howells died and was buried is midway between Armentieres
and Laventie. When he was killed in action on August 30t 1915 it was a fairly quiet sector
considered suitable for new volunteers arriving on the Front.

(Map reproduced from Wikipedia)

S _
«BELGIUM FRELINGHIEN

W \ . ‘
-
STEENWEQin sNIE :E ' 1)

/ o '..rjoupz_mes

LE BE CQUF

LE HIRLEM

Zrys p' :

=" FUE, gl BIEZ
SP ILLY )

ESTAIRES FLEURB.?:[X

| X M~
HEAVY LINE 1S / wns wCEAOBANK
BATTLE LNEON W&

MARCH 12. DoTTED [/ OV CE de BOuT

LINE SHOWS BRITISH] . /

LINE ON MARCH 10 RUE PETILLON
SHADED PORTION AVEN“E

INDICATES GAIN -~

aovrc - UE OU HEM,
DELVILLE

I.n "
Ak BAHB[

NEUVE CHAPE el i N\

' J ." ’ .I‘ L

' 24 mrmm"!’&ﬁ“ SAINGHIN WAVRI

- = o N
ALLENNES
|

ANNOQEULLIN
SE_Ai_E OF MILES

o A | 2 >
- RAILROADS

— | G HWAY S
mmmm CANALS




