Private Joseph Leslie Collis
Joseph can trace his family origins to Cauldon Grange, Pitchings, near Waterfall,
Staffordshire, where his great-great-grandfather John Collis farmed 55 acres
with his wife Jane and family.i

Figure 1: Castern Hall, Ham, Staffordshire
John’s son, Joseph, born around 1817, was an agricultural labourer. He married
Hannah Collis, the daughter of Thomas Collis, a farmer, on 29th December 1838
at the church of St. James and St. Bartholomew, Waterfall. Hannah at the
time of her marriage was a servant at Castern Hall, near Ham, Staffordshire.ii
The house was substantially featured in Agatha Christie's Poirot in the episode
The Mystery of Hunter's Lodge. Other movies and series that have been shot
there were Jane Eyre (1983), Sherlock Holmes: The Hound of the
Baskervilles (1988), Far from the Madding Crowd (1997) and Jonathan Creek:
Frog Hollow. (1999).iii
By 1851, Joseph was managing his own farm of 17 acres at ‘Stoney Rock’, Calton,
Derbyshire not far from Ham. The census records that Joseph and Hannah had
three children, Ann (born 1841), James (born 1845) and Frank (born 1851).
On 8th February 1870, the Joseph’s eldest son, James, married Ruth
Worthington at Ipstones, Staffordshireiv Following their marriage, the couple
settled at ‘Three Stones’, Waterfall, where James farmed and grazed 16 acres.

He was also a wheelwright. Their first child, Joseph, was born in early 1871 and
Christened at St James and Bartholomew Church on 29th January.v
By 1881 James had given up farming and had moved to 37 South Street, Stokeon -Trent, where he continued his work as a joiner and a wheelwright. Later that
year, a second son was born.
James’ eldest son, Joseph, took a very different occupational path to his
father. At the age of twenty, in 1891, he was working as a clothier’s assistant at
Trevethin near Pontypool, Wales. Around 1898vi, James married. His wife’s name
was Emma Louisa but her maiden name is not known for sure. There is, however,
a marriage record for a Louisa Iliffe who married Joseph Collis in early 1898 in
Birmingham. Their only child, Joseph, was born on 8th May 1898 in Moseleyvii

Figure 2: 6 Aldwyn Avenue, Moseley

Figure 3: King’s Norton Boys School

The census for 1901 records the family living at 6 Aldwyn Avenue, Tudor Road,
Moseley, in a two bedroom terrace house. Joseph senior, a warehouse man, and
Emma both worked in the wholesale clothing business.
Just after his 13th birthday, Joseph entered Preparatory Form B at King’s
Norton School on 13th September 1911. He was one of the first of 60 pupils in
this new school, opened by Sir George Kenrick, chairman of The Birmingham
Education Committee. The boys were received by the Headmaster, Mr A James,
and four assistant masters, Messrs Weaver, Morris, Valiance and Randle The
accommodation was for 200, but by 1914 it was found necessary to use the
library and the clerk's room as form rooms in order that the 250 boys on the
register could be accommodated. The west side of the school was occupied by
the boys and the east side by the girls and they were kept very much apart. In
the early days the west field was shared by the combined school. When Mr.
George Cadbury visited the school in about 1914, he saw the difficulty of this
situation and very generously made a gift to the school of the adjoining field of

area about 5 acres. It then became possible to proceed with an adequate
organisation of the school games.viii Joseph left the school from Form IV on 19th
March 1913, just before his fifteenth birthday.ix
It is not known when Joseph joined the 6th Battalion Dorsetshire Regiment, but
if the recruitment rules had been adhered to, he would have had to be eighteen
to enlist and nineteen or over to serve abroad. Joseph would not have been
nineteen until 8th May 1917. If he had joined his regiment abroad in France on
that day, Joseph would have found himself billeted in ‘Y’ hutments on the St Pol
Road, six miles from Arras and in training for an attack on the village of Roeux
part of the Spring Offensive and the Battle of Arras.x The Dorsetshire
Regiment was part of the 17th Division in the Second of Kitchener’s New Army.
Roeux is 4.5 miles east of Arras in the Scarpe Valley and was one of the
fortified villages that formed part of the German defences behind the German
front line. The ground before Roeux posed many difficulties for the British, two
of which were: the Arras - Douai railway line, which ran north-east to southwest in cutting and on embankment; and the River Scarpe with its surrounding
marshland.xi

Figure 2: Map showing Arras, St Nicholas, Roeux, the River Scarpe, the railway line and the
location of the Brown Line and the Chemical Works
On the 10th May, the battalion, attached to the 4th Division, moved to a field in
St Nicholas and made ready to move to the Brown Line in the evening ready to
attack the following day. Their objective was to capture the Chemical Works
and the group of station buildings up to the junction with Crook and Crow
trenches with Cam trench, just beyond the green line on the map above.

The attack on the 11th May commenced with the left half of the battalion
advancing and taking Crow and Crook trenches. The next day, the battalion were
in reserve, but in the evening ‘A’ and ‘C’ Coys moved forward from the Brown line
taking over Crow and Crook trenches from ‘C’ and ‘D’ Coys.

Figure 3: Map showing the position of Crook and Crow trenches, the railway line,
Chemical Works (highlighted) and Roeux

On 13th May the battalion was spread between Clover, Crook, Crow, Cushion and
Cardigan trenches and the Bombing Posts manned at the junction of Cupid and
Curly trench and Crook and Crow trenches (see Figure 5). The following day, 14th
May, the companies were in the same position. There was some bombing activity
at the junction of Cupid and Curly trenches. On the 15th May the enemy shelled
the battalion sector all day and well into the morning of the 16th. The relief of
the battalion commenced at 11.30 pm during which the Germans counter
attacked. These attacks initially met with some success but the flanks held and
the enemy were eventually repulsed from all but the most easterly positions,
most of which were regained by the evening.xii
The Battle of Arras officially ended on 17 May, although a limited attack at
Roeux on 5 June regained the remaining ground lost on 15/16 May, the line
stabilised for the remainder of 1917.xiii
The casualty figures for the 6th Dorsetshire Regiment in May were 14 killed,
107 wounded and 20 missing.xiv
Joseph was reported as ‘missing’ on 16th May 1917 and was one of twenty whose
bodies were never found. He is commemorated on Panel 6 of the Arras memorial.
Joseph is also commemorated at St Mary’s Church, Moseley, King’s Norton Boys
School and on the Roll Of Honour at the Birmingham Hall of Memory. He was
just nineteen years old.

Figure 4
(Top left) Arras memorial n the Faubourg-d'Amiens
Cemetery
(Top right) Kings Norton Boys School memorial
(Bottom left) St Mary’s Church, Moseley, WW1 memorial
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