William John Smith

Rifleman William John Smith

R/13417 9" Battalion King’s Royal Rifle Corps

William John Smith was born in July 1896 and baptised on 30™ August 1896 in Overton, Hants. He
was the son of Henry and Jane Smith of 4, London Road, Overton. He had two brothers, Henry and
Gilbert and three sisters, Ivy, Annie and Olive. This photograph shows him with two of his sisters.
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William enlisted at Basingstoke and died at Delville Wood on the Somme on 24™ August 1916, aged
20.

The Hants and Berks Gazette of Saturday 9" September 1916 reported:

A double bereavement The morning after the funeral of Pte. G. Smith, the parents received from the
Chaplain of the King’s Royal Rifles the sad news of the death at the front of their youngest son,
William, aged 19. He was killed on the Thursday preceding the Sunday on which his brother died at
Netley. Like his brother, deceased was a most promising young man. After leaving school he worked
for a while for Mr. Glasspoole, the Overton carrier to Basingstoke, and subsequently was apprenticed
to Mr. Wadley, shoemaker, of Overton. On reaching the age of 19 he at once enlisted and was sent to
the front shortly before Christmas last. The deepest sympathy is felt for the heart-broken parents.
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William John Smith joined the 6™ Battalion King’s Royal Rifle Corps on 31% May, 1915. For the next
few months he did his initial training, before being sent to join the 9" King’s Royal Rifle Corps in
France on 30™ September. Life was hard and William was admitted to hospital on several occasions
with bronchitis. William was a company bomber and was trained in the use of the Mills Bomb (a
fragmentation hand grenade). His job, along with the other bombers, was to clear the German trenches
and dugouts by throwing the grenades in large enough numbers to drive the enemy back, so the
battalion could occupy their trenches.

On 20™ August the 6th Battalion relieved the 8™ Battalion the Rifle Brigade in Delville Wood. Fierce
fighting had been going on in Delville Wood since 14™ July, involving many units especially the
South Africans. The wood itself was a hell of shattered trees, shell holes, wire, explosions, shrapnel
and bullets. The final push to clear the Germans out was planned for the 24" August.

At 3.45pm on 24™ August, a heavy bombardment engulfed the German trenches, but they replied in
kind, raining shells down on the assembling troops. At 5.45pm, the bombardment ceased, and men
climbed out of the trenches, to be met with a hail of shell, machine gun and rifle fire. ‘C’ and ‘D’
Companies, their objectives 250-300 yards away, slowly made their way over the shattered ground.
‘A’ Company, as the third wave, also left Devil’s Trench and joined in the attack. The casualties were
appalling - most of the Officers were hit early on and the NCOs had to rally and lead the soldiers to
their objectives. They came under heavy fire from an enemy strongpoint at Edge Trench. The fire and
fighting were intense-and at 2.00am the 9" King’s Royal Rifle Corps, along with 9™ Rifle Brigade,
made sustained bombing attacks on Edge Trench and by the morning had cleared Delville Wood. The
casualty list tells its own story — 5 officers killed, 6 wounded, 1 missing believed dead. Other ranks —
41 killed, 190 wounded, 46 missing.

It is not known when William fell in the battle. His body was never identified. He may have been
blasted to atoms, or is still be waiting to be found. He may lay in the cemetery at Delville Wood,
under a nameless stone which bears the Epitaph “A Soldier of the Great War, Known unto God”.

He is remembered on the Thiepval Memorial, reference Pier and Face 13A & 13B, as one of the
thousands killed during the Battle of the Somme who has no known grave.
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William John Smith

William is shown on the Roll of individuals of The King’s Royal Rifle Corps
entitled to the Victory and British War medals.
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William John Smith

William’s name is also on the tombstone in St Mary’s Churchyard, Overton of his brother Gilbert,
who died 3 days after him and of their father Henry, who died the following year.

Aged 20 yeors

If thou shouldst call me to resign
What most | prize, it ne‘er was mine
1only yield thee what is thine
Thy will be done

.. Aisoof
Father of the above
Who died Oct 17 1917

Aged 61 yoars

William John Smith,

(Rifleman 9th K.R.R’s.)

Gilbert £dward Smith,

(Ptq. st Hampshire Regt.)

AGED 20 YEARS. AGED 22 YEARS.

KILLED IN ACTION ON THE SOMME, DIED OF WOUNDS IN NETLEY HOSPITAL,
AUGUST 24th, 1916. AUGUST 27th, 1916.
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We know not where they have laid him, What he suffered none can tell,

We did not see him fall;
But one thing we know he is safe at home,
Waiting to mect us there.

Fore he bore his suffering well ;
A smiling face he always wore,
To save us grief and pain,

N sl e s

Memorial card for William and his brother Gilbert.
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