
Walter Wilson 
 
Walter Wilson: Kings Own Scottish Borderers 6th Battalion. Regiment number: 40976, 
 died in action 23rd April 1917 aged 25, probably in the battle of Arras in France.  
 
Walter was born in 1892 in Holtby, the third of seven children of John and Ada Wilson (nee 
Jackson.) The family had a farm in Bad Bargain Lane in Holtby where they had two live-in 
farm servants and a general domestic servant.  
 
Walter was 10 when his father died leaving a widow and seven children between the ages of 
2 and 14. It’s not known if Ada could keep the farm going for a while with hired help, but by 
1911 she’s living at 43, Balmoral Terrace in York with four of her children; the only visible 
means of support is from her eldest daughter Eleanor who’s a dressmaker.  
 
In 1911 Walter had left home and was living in Park House Farm at Whitwell, working as a 
waggoner for William Piercy and family.  
 
There’s no record of when Walter enlisted in the army, only that he enlisted in York and his 
residence was Flaxton. So it’s probable that he had a job on another farm by then either in 
the village or in the so called “Rural district of Flaxton.”  
 
https://www.kosb.co.uk/history/world-war-one/ 
Kings own Scottish borderers  
The 6th Battalion suffered heavy casualties at the Battle of Loos in September 1915, and later 

fought on the Somme. In August 1916 they were at Vimy Ridge. In April 1917 they attacked at 

Arras and in September back at Ypres where they assaulted the infamous Zonnebeke redoubt. 

 
From this information I’m assuming that Walter died in the battle of Arras, but it’s only 
conjecture.  
I pasted the following from another website but I didn’t make a note of which one at the 
time and now I can’t find it unfortunately. It fascinates me that a vast network of tunnels 
and caves were constructed to accommodate 24,000 soldiers with living accommodation. 
Not that it protected them, over two months 100,00 men were put out of action. One of 
them being Walter Wilson.  
 

The Battle of Arras 
 

The Battle of Arras took place in the spring of 1917 and was one of the principal offensives 

undertaken by the British Army on the Western Front, similar in scale to the Battle of the 

Somme and the Third Battle of Ypres. 

The town of Arras, situated in the British zone, was picked to be the theatre of a diversionary 

offensive. This operation, combined with a large-scale attack in the French sector, was to 

draw in German reserve troops several days before the start of the French assault and thus 

facilitate the much hoped for breakthrough at Chemin des Dames Ridge in Champagne.  

Once the British began to prepare their plan of attack, which was to begin in early April 

1917, the main worry for the high command was how to concentrate a large number of 

http://www.remembrancetrails-northernfrance.com/history/battles/the-battle-of-the-somme-july-1916.html
http://www.remembrancetrails-northernfrance.com/history/battles/the-battle-of-the-somme-july-1916.html


troops near to the front without arousing the suspicions of the enemy. Anxious to avoid a 

repeat of the slaughter inflicted on the Allied troops in the battles of Verdun and the Somme 

the previous year, the British general staff elaborated an innovative plan whereby New 

Zealand engineers would create a vast underground network of tunnels through which the 

troops could pass to come up directly in front of the German front line without having to face 

the deadly machine gun fire of no man's land. 

By the end of March, the tunnelling works, the largest ever undertaken by the British Army, 

were complete. On the eve of the Battle of Arras the caves and quarries under the town 

contained more than 24,000 soldiers, as much as the civilian population of the town prior to 

the war. The network of tunnels was divided into two main sections. The first, situated under 

the Cambrai Road, was the domain of the Scots of the 9th infantry division,  

 
The soldiers had to spend prolonged periods in the tunnels and so the latter were equipped 

with kitchens, water supplies from the mains or wells, and electric lighting throughout. 

Latrines for officers and highly-ranked persons were installed in every room. Although not 

quite coming up to the standards usually required by the strict health policies of the British 

Army for their temporary camps, the tunnels under Arras did provide a high degree of safety 

compared to the trenches at a comparable distance from the front and this was of some 

comfort to the men as they waited to go into battle. 

 
Harbouring no illusions about the battle to come the British Army also installed a hospital 

capable of treating 700 wounded in a quarry known as "Thompson's Cave", named after its 

architect, under the crossroads between rue du Temple and rue de Saint-Quentin. It was 

fitted out like a normal hospital with waiting rooms for the wounded, an operating theatre, a 

rest area for the stretcher-bearers and the reserves, and a mortuary. It was even equipped 

with signposts to ensure users could find their way around and had electric lighting 

throughout. 

 

At first glance the Battle of Arras could be considered a British success: 20,000 prisoners 

had been taken, a large quantity of munitions had been captured and much important ground 

had been won, but these promising results were obtained at a great cost: more than 100,000 

British soldiers were put out of action in the fighting at Arras between April and May 1917. 

Total losses for the Germans are unclear as sufficiently reliable sources are not available 

however it is to be presumed that they were equal to those of the Allies.  

So although the Battle of Arras is generally considered a British victory it did little to alter 

the strategic situation on the Western Front. Following the battle, the Germans built new 

defensive positions and a stalemate resumed. Despite this, the Battle of Arras taught the 

British key lessons regarding the coordination of infantry, artillery, and tanks which would 

be put to good use during the fighting in 1918.  
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