Private Walter William Clayton
The name of ‘W. Clayton’ appears on the WW1 memorial at St Agnes Church and
also St Mary’s Church, Moseley, Birmingham. At St Mary’s church he is listed
under those who were killed in 1918. The WW1 Book of Remembrance at
Birmingham’s Hall of Memory records a ‘W. Clayton’ who served in the Royal
Warwickshire Regiment. Unfortunately, the ‘W. Clayton’ referred to lived in
Small Heath and died in 1916. After cross referencing all ‘W Clayton’s’ who lived
in the environs of Moseley with those recorded on the Commonwealth War
Graves Commission website for 1918, there was only one ‘W. Clayton’, Walter
William Clayton, a resident of Kings Heath, Birmingham who lived in the vicinity.
So why was he commemorated at the churches of St Agnes and St Mary’s? The
answer lies with Walter’s sister, Selina, who moved to Coldbath Road, Moseley
after she married in 1918. In the early 1920’s, Selina must have registered
Walter’s name to be commemorated along with seven other families from the
same road who had lost a husband, son or brother in the war. They are all dually
named on the memorial boards of St Mary’s and St Agnes churches.
Walter William Clayton’s father, also named Walter, was born to Emma Clayton
in Pebworth, a village in Worcestershire.i He was baptised on 9th August 1863 at
Bretforton, a village three miles south west of Pebworth.ii
The 1871 census recorded Walter, living
with his uncle, George Jelfs, a farm
labourer, in Bretforton. George’s wife,
Ellen, was the sister of Walter’s mother,
Emma. Emma also lived in Bretforton and
was a cook for William Ashwin and his
family. William was a Justice of the Peace
and landowner.iii
By 1881, Walter was an indoor farm
servant for Thomas Harvey, a farmer of
300 acres in the hamlet of Knighton, near
Inkberrow, Worcestershire.iv During his
time at Knighton, Walter met Fanny Anne

Figure 1: The Fleece Inn, Bretforton

Hunt who lived seven miles away at
Haselor, Warwickshire, the eldest
daughter of William Hunt, a farm
labourer.

On 2nd December 1888, Walter and Fanny married at St Martin’s Church in the
Bull Ring, Birmingham. At the time of their marriage they both lived in Pershore
Street, Birmingham. Walter‘s occupation was registered as a ‘coal heaver’,
Their first child Annie was born on 17th March 1886 before they married.v By
the time their second daughter, Fanny, was born in 1889, Walter and Fanny had
moved to Kings Heath, Birmingham. Fanny was baptised at All Saints Church,
Kings Heath on 17th March 1889. Walter’s occupation was recorded as a
‘wagoner’.vi
The 1891 census, recorded the
exact family address as Alfred
Street, Kings Heath. Fanny’s sister
Agnes Hunt and her step-sister
Jane Elizabeth Tribe boarded with
them. Walter was employed as a
bricklayer’s labourer.
By 1901 the family had moved to
266 Grange Road, Kings Heath. The
eldest daughter, Annie, aged
fifteen had left home, but her
sister, Fanny, stayed at home to
look after her four younger siblings,
Frances Emma, Selina Margaret,
Walter William and Agnes Elizabeth
(born in 1892, 1895, 1897 and 1899
respectively) while her
mother worked as a
laundress. Times were
hard. Walter had travelled
to Llandrillo yn Rhos in the
Colwyn Bay area of
Denbighshire, Wales to
secure work as a farm
labourer. With Walter
away, Fanny was able to
bring in extra income by
letting out rooms to three
boarders.
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(Top) Walter Clayton
(b1863)
(Left) Fanny Clayton

Fanny’s last three children:
Harry George, Lilian Emily and
Elsie Winifred were born in
1903, 1906 and 1910
respectively. The census for 1911
recorded the family home as 43
Middleton Road, Kings Heath, a
three bedroom terrace house.
Walter worked as a general
labourer and Walter junior, aged
fourteen, as a news boy.
When war was declared on 3rd
August 1914, Walter senior was
fifty-one and over the age to
enlist and Walter junior too
young. In January 1916 the
Military Service Act was passed,
bringing in conscription on single
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men over the age of eighteen.
Walter was nineteen at the time.

He enlisted in the 2nd Battalion Princess Charlotte of Wales (Royal Berkshire)
Regiment, as a Private, No 35507. The exact date Walter left for France is not
known but it was likely to have been the start of 1917, when his training was
completed. In the spring of 1917, his Battalion was involved in the Allied Spring
Offensive, an action designed to push the Germans back to the Hindenburg Line.
They also saw action later in the year in Flanders.
We know with certainty that Walter was with the 2nd Battalion Princess of
Wales Regiment in the Second Battle of Villers-Bretonneux from 24th to 27th
April 1918 during the German Spring Offensive to the east of Amiens, in which
the Germans succeeded in capturing the town of Villers-Bretonneux. The battle
is notable for being the first occasion in which tanks fought against each other.
Three German A7Vs engaged three British Mark IV tanks, two of which
were female tanks armed only with machine-guns. The two Mark IV females
were damaged and forced to withdraw but the male tank, armed with 6-pounder
guns, hit and disabled the lead A7V, which was then abandoned by its crew. The
Mark IV continued to fire on the two remaining German A7Vs, which withdrew.
The ‘male’ then advanced with the support of several Whippet light tanks which
had arrived, until disabled by artillery fire and abandoned by the crew.
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(Above) German A7V
tank
(Left) British Mark IV
tank (male)

A counter-attack by two Australian brigades and the British 25th Brigade during
the night of 24 April partly surrounded Villers-Bretonneux. By 25th April the
town was recaptured. On 26th April, the role of the Moroccan Division of the
French army was crucial in pushing back German units. Australian, British and
French troops had almost restored the original front line by 27 April.vii
During the counter attack on 24th April, the 2nd Battalion Royal Berkshire
Regiment, part of the 25th Brigade, sustained many casualties. One officer was
killed, eight wounded, and another died from wounds. Among the other ranks,
fifty-five men were killed, one hundred and sixty-six wounded, nineteen
wounded (gassed) and ten reported missing.viii

Figure 5
A plan of the action on 27th April 1918 when the
2nd Battalion Royal Berkshire Regiment, part of
the British 25th Brigade, 8th Division who, together with two
Australian brigades, counter attacked the Germans following
the capture of Villers-Bretonneux at the start of the German
Spring Offensive

Figure 6
(Left) Pozieres British Cemetery.
(Above) The inscribed name of Walter on
Panel 56/57 on the memorial tablets
located at the sides and back of the
cemetery

Walter was one of the ten men reported as ‘missing’ on 27th April 1918. His body
was never recovered. He is commemorated in the Pozieres Memorial Cemetery
located 6 miles NE of Albert in the Somme department of France. He is also
commemorated at St Mary’s Church and the Church of St Agnes, Moseley

Figure 7: (Above left) St Mary’s Church, Moseley WW1 memorial
(Above right) St Agnes Church, Moseley WW1 memorial
In 1918, Walter’s elder sister,
Selina, married Charles Malin. They
lived at 67 Coldbath Road. His
younger sister Agnes married
Leslie Lucas in 1924. They lived at
85 Coldbath Road. Walter’s
younger brother Harry lived at 33
Coldbath Road following his
marriage in 1927 and another of
Walter’s younger sisters, Lilian,
lived at 39 Coldbath Road after
her marriage in 1937 to Bernard
Figure 8: Coldbath Road, Moseley. Eight families
Firkins. Walter’s mother Fanny
from this road lost loved ones in WW1
after the death of her husband on
21st May 1930 moved to 76
Coldbath Road.ix

Figure 9
(Above) Walter’s next of kin
memorial plaque and medals.
The British War Medal is shown on
the left and the Allied Victory Medal
on the right. His name would have
been engraved around the edges of
both medals
(Left) Walter’s memorial scroll
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The 1871 census names Pebworth in the Civil Parish of Bretforton as Walter’s birth
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In the 1881 census, there is an error in the spelling of Walter’s surname. ‘Clayden’
rather than ‘Clayton’ has been recorded as his surname. There is also an error in the
transcription of Walter’s age. It should be ‘16’ not ‘14’.
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