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William Holmes was born in Lavendon on 30th 
January 1890, the youngest of seven brothers 
and sisters. His parents were William Nichols 
Holmes and Mary Ann Sharp, both born in 
Lavendon, and who married in the summer of 
1877. In 1881 William senior was working as a 
Horse Keeper at Tinnick Farm, now long 
demolished, located beside what is now the 
Three Shire Way.  
 
When young William was just one year old, the 
family moved to Castle Road. William’s father 
remained an Agricultural Labourer. William’s 
eldest sister Sarah was then age 15 and 
working as a Shoe Lift Maker (heel maker). 
Despite their tender ages, two older brothers 
Robert and Henry (13 and 12 years old 
respectively) were also Agricultural Labourers. 
By 1911 William at age 21 was working as a 
Groom in private service. He was the only 
sibling still living with his parents in Castle 
Road. He had meanwhile joined the Lavendon 
Free Gardeners on 1st November 1910 as a 
form of social security. 
 

 
William would have enlisted with the Northamptonshire Regiment at a fairly early stage of the War 
given his entitlement to the 1914-15 Star. The 6th Battalion was formed at Northampton in August 
1914 as part of Kitchener's Second New Army. It moved first to Colchester and then in May 1915 to 
Salisbury Plain, for final training. The Battalion landed in France on 26 July 1915 and it is clear from 
William’s medal record card that he left for France with the 
Battalion from this early date. In 1916 the Battalion saw 
action in various locations on the Somme, including the 
Battle of Albert, the Battle of Bazentin Ridge and capture of 
Trones Wood, the Battle of Delville Wood, the Battle of 
Thiepval Ridge and the Battle of Ancre Heights.  
 
On 17th February 1917 the Battalion, as part of the 54th 
Brigade, was to become involved in an action at Boom 
Ravine near Miraumont. Together with the 11th Royal 
Fusiliers the two Battalions were bombarded by German 
artillery whilst forming up for the assault and many 
casualties were sustained. Once the assault itself had begun 
it was found that contrary to expectations the German 
barbed wire largely remained uncut and so the British 
attacking forces were forced into bottlenecks targeted by 
well directed German machine guns. The Germans evidently 
had prior warning of the impending attack. 
 
It is also clear that at some point during the Boom Ravine assault Sergeant William Holmes was killed 
in action. A summary of the latter action is contained in the edited war diary account that follows 
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this tribute below - it makes grim reading, noting that overall it cost the lives of 14 officers with 27 
wounded or missing, and also 115 other ranks killed, 423 wounded and 161 missing. 
 
William had married Sarah Elizabeth Smith of Little Harrowden near Wellingborough in the Spring of 
1916. She was therefore left as a widow after only 10 months of marriage. Sarah was a tailoress in a 
clothing factory, one of 12 children, and a daughter of John and Caroline Smith. John was a furnace 
labourer, probably at the nearby Finedon Iron Works established in 1866 by the Glendon Iron Ore 
Company. 
 
Below: Sergeant William Holmes’ medal record card showing that he was entitled to the 1914-15 
Star (illustrated) and the British & Victory medals. ‘K in A’ annotation: Killed in Action. 
 

 
Below:  William Holmes is buried in the Regina Trench Cemetery at Grandcourt, memorial V. C. 20. 
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The Assault at Boom Ravine - 7th February 1917 

Edited Extracts from the 54th Brigade History & the Appendix of the 6th Northamptonshire Regiment 

War Diary. 

 

 

"The Brigade had another three days out of the line for rehearsals, and on the night of February 15th-16th took over the 

battle front for the operations on the 17th. These were part of a big attack on both banks of the Ancre, to seize the high 

ground giving observation over the upper Ancre Valley. 

 

We were on the south of the Ancre, below Miraumont, and had to attack from in front of Desire Trench due north 

towards South Miraumont Trench, first across Grandcourt Trench, and then across the deep sunken road known as 

Boom Ravine, which so far as this Brigade is concerned, gives its name to the action. 

 

The assaulting battalions were the [6th] Northamptonshires (right) and [11th Royal] Fusiliers (left). The [12th] Middlesex 

Regiment was in support and the [7th] Bedfordshire Regiment in reserve. The [8th] Suffolk Regiment (53rd Brigade) 

were on our left, and the 2nd Division on our right. 

 

The morning was extremely dark (heavy clouds obscuring the moon that should have risen about 4.20am), the ground 

was very soft and slippery - the thaw after nearly a month’s heavy frost having just commenced & altogether conditions 

could not have been more unfavourable to forming up for an attack absolutely without trenches. The greatest credit is 

due to 2Lts Boulton & Higham for the success of the forming up, and to all ranks for the absolute quiet & order with 

which the forming up was carried out & the calm courage with which they lay on the mud (some of them for three or four 

hours) with this heavy hostile shelling upon them. Actual casualties among the lines formed up and lying down were 

extremely few, but the test of discipline was extremely severe. 

Our forming up place was just in front of a depression known as the Gully, and from the Gully a sunken road ran into 

Boom Ravine. The junction of this sunken road with the Gully was known as "Oxford Circus"... 

Now fill Oxford Circus..... with shell-holes and churned up ground, knee deep mud, and call down from heaven deadly 

hail of shrapnel and high explosive, with rifle fire and machine-gun fire to sweep every yard of your journey, and you will 

have a fair idea of the conditions. 

 

On the night of the 16th the forming-up lines were taped and the wire cut, in spite of the darkness and some pretty 

heavy shelling by the enemy. The tapes were from 100 to 200 yards in front of the Gully. 

Orders were for all troops to be in position by 4.45am on the 17th. There were two ways up to the forming up place, one 

along the duck-boards ... and one up Cornwall Trench, the only communication trench. Both became very congested, 

especially the trench, and the scene in the Gully was like a London crowd coming out of a theatre. 

 

Just before 4.30am the enemy sent up yellow and green lights, and a heavy barrage opened at once on the Gully and 

the ground immediately to the north. It was discovered afterwards from captured German officers that they had learned 

full details of the proposed attack, and knew the approximate hour at which it was to be launched. 

 

Both the assaulting battalions suffered heavily in this bombardment, especially the Fusiliers. Crowded together in the 

Gully and Oxford Circus, the men had no shelter. It was in the pitchy dark hours before dawn, rain was falling, the 

ground was deep in slippery mud, and there were no trenches to guide to the forming-up line. One platoon of the 

Northamptonshire Regiment was almost entirely wiped out as it was led up to the forming-up place; and of the total 

Fusiliers casualties in the whole of the operation, one-half were suffered in the Gully and thereabouts. That the 

battalions were formed up at all, in this dark mouth of hell, was due very largely to their gallant and skilful handling by 

officers and NCOs and to the courage and discipline of the men themselves, many of whom lay in the mud for hours 

under heavy shell-fire, awaiting the order to go over the top. That, after the terrible ordeal before dawn, they fought their 

way forward so well as to snatch a very large measure of success out of what might have been utter disaster speaks 

volumes for their doggedness and dash. 

At 5.45 am our barrage opened, and the assaulting battalions went forward close up to it towards the first objective. 

Before he had gone 200 yards, Captain Collis Sandes had a bullet through the neck, and Captain Morton had half his 

foot taken off by a shell a little farther on. So in the darkness and drizzling rain, over the slippery ground all cut up by 

constant bombardment, through shell fire and the thresh of machine-gun fire and sniping, the waves went on. The 

Trench Mortar Battery did good work, getting forward with the assaulting line, though heavily burdened with guns and 

ammunition, and losing heavily. The section of the 54th Brigade Machine Gun Company attached to the assaulting 

battalions also went forward well. As soon as our barrage opened, the enemy sent up showers of spray lights, and 
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some green, and in answer to this appeal his guns put down a barrage on our front. It was, however, short-lived, and it 

seemed our counter-battery work was very good. 

 

On arriving before Grandcourt Trench it was found that much of the wire was still uncut, and the delay in finding the 

gaps gave the enemy time to get away and take up fresh positions beyond the trench and on both sides of Boom 

Ravine. The movement along the front of the wire to find gaps also led to some loss of direction and mixing up of 

companies. It must be remembered that it was still dark. Not until 6.5am was there light enough to see more than a few 

yards. On the whole, the wire was better cut in front of the Fusiliers than in front of the Northamptonshire Regiment. 

Meanwhile the Fusiliers had been able to get forward, and Boom Ravine was reached at last. Every officer was now a 

casualty, and the four companies were badly mixed up...  

 

At the Ravine the Fusiliers took over 100 prisoners, and these were at once pressed into service by Major J.C. Sale, 

D.S.O., then regimental medical officer, as stretcher-bearers. 

Soon after this, about 8.30am, a strong German counter-attack was delivered from Petit-Miraumont. From captured 

German orders and statements by prisoners, it appears that these were specially trained counter-attack troops, brought 

up as soon as news of our intended attack reached them the previous night. They consisted largely of marksmen and 

machine gunners. Their fire was extremely accurate, while we were in poor plight, most of our rifles and Lewis guns 

being clogged, owing to the lying in mud in the dark before the attack, and the bad ground that had to be covered in the 

advance. 

 

Whatever the exact cause, the British line, seeing no appreciable effect produced by their fire on the advancing 

Germans, began to fall back. Lieutenant Price now handled the Northamptonshire Regiment with the greatest skill and 

gallantry. He moved to and fro along the line under heavy fire, steadying the retirement and then, seeing that our right 

was in the sir, swung the little body of survivors to form a defensive flank on the West Miraumont Road. 

The line was now held until the afternoon, when, reinforced by two companies of the Middlesex Regiment, all that was 

left of the two assaulting battalions again moved forward almost to the crest of the spur overlooking South Miraumont 

Trench, and occupied a series of rifle and machine-gun posts. This line was handed over to the 8th East Surrey 

Regiment (55th Brigade) on the evening of the 18th. 

 

Our casualties were heavy, the Brigade losing in all 14 officers killed, 25 wounded, and 2 missing. Of other ranks, 115 

were killed, 423 wounded and 161 missing. 

 

Mention has already been made of the employment of German prisoners as stretcher-bearers. By keeping them 

constantly at work, all the Brigade casualties were evacuated within a couple of hours, though it was a very long carry 

over heavy ground. The difficulties that the medical service had to grapple with that they were indeed very great. 

Stretcher cases were carried 2,400 yards from regimental aid-posts in Boom Ravine to tramhead at Hessian Trench, 

then pushed along the tram-line 2,300 yards to the advanced dressing station. The carry was uphill all the way, under 

fire, and over ground all churned up by shells and knee-deep in mud. In the opinion of the medical officers it was the 

heaviest work that the bearers ever had to perform. 

In this attack all behaved with such courage in exceptionally trying circumstances that to attempt any complete record of 

individual gallantry would be to give a nominal roll of those who went over in the darkness and mud of that grim 

February dawn. In dealing with some outstanding cases one must take the risk of omitting many equally deserving of 

mention. 

When Grandcourt Trench was reached, many Germans were found lying in front, apparently dead. It occurred to Private 

J. W. Walsh to lift the cap from one of them. The man at once jumped up and held up his hands. The rest of the 

Germans who were also shamming dead were promptly dealt with. A machine gun and a number of rifles were lying by 

them, and but for Private Walsh's action the whole company would have been shot in the back.”  

 


