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Richard Henry Watts was born in Lavendon in late 
1891. His parents were Charles Watts and Elizabeth 
Holmes. Richard was the youngest of 11 children, 
the first of whom was born some 24 years earlier in 
1868. An older brother, Joseph, was also killed in the 
War, as was his nephew Alfred Watts, the son of 
Richard’s brother Isaac.  
 
Richard’s father, Charles, was born in Lavendon and 
lived and worked as a shoemaker through much of 
his adult life living in Castle Road, Lavendon. 
However, in 1861 when he was 13, Charles was to 
be found working as a Creeler (tending textile 
machines) in a cotton mill in Burnley where he was 
boarding together with his father (Thomas of 
Lavendon, also a shoemaker), mother and sister. 
Charles returned to his home village of Lavendon at 
some point before marrying Elizabeth a few years 
later. By 1911 Charles had given up shoemaking and 
worked as a Farm Labourer, still living in Castle 
Road.  
 

In 1901 Richard was at school living with his parents in Castle Road, together with brothers Edward 
and Jacob who were the only siblings remaining in the family home. Edward then aged 15 was 
working as an Agricultural Labourer and Jacob aged 12 was also still at school. Before 1911 Richard 
had enlisted in the 2nd Battalion of the Northamptonshire Regiment. His age then is shown as 21 and 
so it would appear that he may have exaggerated his age by almost two years at some point during 
the enlistment process!  
 
The 2nd Battalion went on overseas duty in January 1911, and was based in Malta from 21 January 
1911 to January 1914, when it moved on to Alexandria in Egypt, embarking on the Rewa.  Richard is 
recorded as being in Malta in the 1911 census. At the beginning of the War in August 1914 the 
Battalion was still based in Alexandria, but returned to England in October. The Battalion left for 
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France, landing in Le Havre on 5th November 1914, in order to provide much needed reinforcement 
for the British Expeditionary Forces. By this time Richard’s brother Joseph had also joined the 
Battalion which in March 1915 took part in the Battle of Neuve Chapelle where, sadly, Richard was 
to see his brother Joseph killed.  

 

 
 
Following on from the Battle of Neuve Chapelle the Battalion saw action in the Battle of Aubers 
Ridge in May 1915 when 426 of its men were casualties. In the first half of July 1916 it took part in 
the Battle of Albert (the first phase of the Battles of the Somme) and from February 1917 the 
German Army began retreating to the newly established Hindenburg Line: 
 
“In March 1917, the German armies on the Somme carried out a strategic withdrawal known as 
Operation Alberich. They destroyed everything on the ground that they left: flattening villages, 
poisoning wells, cutting down trees, blowing craters on roads and crossroads, booby-trapping ruins 
and dugouts. The withdrawal was to an immensely powerful and shorter line, positioned to take 
every tactical advantage of ground. The construction of this line - or rather, series of lines - had been 
spotted by British and French aviators in late 1916. British patrols began to detect the withdrawal of 
German infantry from the Somme in mid February 1917 and a cautious pursuit began, halted only as 
the Hindenburg Line itself was approached.”  – Extract from ‘The Long, Long Trail’. 
 

The German withdrawal 
gathered pace in the first 
half of March 1917 and 
there were various 
actions mounted by the 
Allied Forces as they 
pursued the enemy in 
their retreat towards the 
Hindenburg line. At some 
point during the Allied 
pursuit Private Richard 
Watts sustained a severe 
injury leading to his death 
on 11th March 1917. It is 
not possible to be clear 
precisely when or where 
Richard was wounded as 

it appears that he was first evacuated from the battlefield to one of many hospitals located at Rouen 
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that were utilised for the treatment of Allied soldiers. Those soldiers who never recovered from their 
wounds were buried in the St Sever cemetery within Rouen. Thus Richard was buried in the St Sever 
Cemetery Extension which was constructed from September 1916 and contains 8,348 WW1 burials. 
 
Richard was entitled to the British and Victory medals and, because of his service from the outset of 
the war, the 1914 Star with a bar clasp inscribed "5 Aug. to 22 Nov. 1914". Richard’s medal record 
card is suitably endorsed, as shown above. It also records that he Died of Wounds (‘D of W’). 
 

 

Above: St Sever Cemetery Extension, Rouen where Private Richard Watts is buried 
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