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(All documents from Ancestry.com unless qualified)

This research project was inspired by a innocent post on the Great War Forum by fellow Merseysider, Richard Dalglish,
alias “Daggers,” entitled Pte William Thorpe, 8561, 1/King’s Own Royal Lancaster Regiment.

Posted 11 April 2020
I have had 'A Foreign Field' by Ben Macintyre for several years but until going through the shelves for a good read,
while libraries are closed, I found I had never read it.
It is a true story of a handful of British soldiers, separated from their various units in the German advances of 1914, who
link up and are hidden by French villagers. The author clearly spent much time with the descendants and survivors of
the villagers and was allowed access to local archives, but he does not allow his research to interrupt his narrative.

One of the soldiers is named as William Thorpe, from Liverpool, who had joined the King's Own Royal Lancaster
Regiment in 1910 as a regular soldier and was 36 years of age in late 1914. He had a wife and three young children
back in Liverpool, but no other details appear in the book about where he lived or his former occupation.
After many months in hiding the four main characters of the book are revealed to the occupying Germans, and after
brief 'trial' were executed by firing squad in May 1916. Their graves lie in the village churchyard at Le Catelet, just
north of St Quentin in Picardy.

I have not been able to trace William Thorpe's army records, as so many were lost in a WW2 bombing, but found that
he was entitled to the 1914 Star, Victory and British War Medals, which were probably sent to his widow. The Star card
shows his number as 8561.   'Soldiers Died in the Great War' has 'KIA', killed in action, against his name and has his
number as '8501'. His entry on the Vic/BMW Medal Roll has '85#1', where the # is an obscure, possible deleted or
corrected digit.The CWGC's Debt of Honour Register entry includes no family information.  I have been told that the
Soldiers' Effects dated 20 Sept 1919 shows they were sent to William's brother Alfred J. Thorpe, and not to his wife or
widow.  Would this give an address?
Without more detail of his wife's name or an address I have failed to find a census record for the family, which might be
under one of the Liverpool districts: Kirkdale, Everton, Walton, West Derby, etc.
I would be very interested to know if more is known or can be found about this man.
Daggers

[benmacintyre.com/blog/book/a-foreign-field]



Plan A  – To find a William Thorpe from Liverpool who must have a brother Alfred J, who received his War Pension

The central focus is on this Liverpool census record of 1901 for an ALFRED THORPE b.1892

Here is the baptism record for him, father John Thomas and mother Annie

The Liverpool census for 1891 reveals the earlier family picture with son John William

JW was baptised at the same time as his sister Emily Margaret

Name: John William Thorpe
Age: 1
Birth Date: 3 Mar 1888
Baptism Date: 5 Jan 1890
Baptism Place: Liverpool, St Martin in the Fields, Lancashire, England

Emily died in infancy in 1891, that’s why she did not appear on the 1901 Liverpool census.

Deaths Jun 1891   Thorpe 
Emily Margaret  1  Liverpool



JW joins the Navy in 1906 aged 18, correct date of birth, after serving briefly in 1904

Name: John William Thorpe
Gender: Male
Birth Date: 3 Mar 1888
Birth Place: Liverpool, Lancs
First Service Date: 16 Feb 1904
First Ship Served On: Emerald
Last Service Date: Jun 1904
Last Ship Served On: Emerald
Service Number: 229990

HMS Emerald(1904)  (7th)
Training Ship
This the seventh ship to carry the name HMS Emerald was a training ship.

Originally HMS Black Prince the second British battleship to be ordered, built by Napier, of Greenock. Laid down 12-Oct-1859 launched 27-Feb-
1861 and completed 12-Sep-1862, at a cost of £377,954.
She served in the Channel Fleet from 1862 to 1866;
Flagship at Queenstown 1866 - 1867;
re-armed 1867 - 1868;
guardship on the Clyde from 1868 to 1874;
refit 1874 - 75;
the Channel Fleet from 1875 to 1878;
in Reserve at Devonport 1878 to 1896;
training ship at Queenstown 1896 - 1910;
1910 returned to Plymouth.

Renamed HMS Emerald(1904).

Sold in 1923 after sixty one years service. [britainsnavy.co.uk]

____________________

Mother Annie dies in 1899, so that explains her missing on the 1901 census, the anchor document.



This is the conjecture part, JW may have enlisted in Liverpool as just WILLIAM, perhaps to shade his R.N service.
From Ancestry SDGW, slight typo on his number, it should be 8561, and the KORL headquarters in Bank Road.

 [Gores 1900]
____________________

Battalion structure from Wikipedia:-

After the Childers reforms took effect, the regiment contained the following battalions:

    1st Battalion (Regular)
    2nd Battalion (Regular)
    3rd (The Duke of Lancaster's Own 1st Royal Lancashire Militia) Battalion (Militia) based in Lancaster, 1st Btn of
former Militia
    4th (The Duke of Lancaster's Own 1st Royal Lancashire Militia) Battalion (Militia) based in Lancaster, 2nd Btn of
former Militia
    [5th] 1st Volunteer Battalion based in Ulverston, former 10th Lancashire Rifle Volunteer Corps

In 1908, the Volunteers and Militia were reorganised nationally, with the former becoming the Territorial Force and the
latter the Special Reserve; the regiment now had one Reserve and two Territorial battalions.

____________________

According to the Lancashire Evening Post 14/7/1905 there were quite a few events at Knowsley Park, Liverpool.

[British Newspaper Archive]

From GWF regarding the issue of regimental numbers:-

8489 joined on 9th January 1905
8556 joined on 17th March 1905
8847 joined on 9th March   1906

William’s regimental number of 8561 can be dated quite accurately by Sgt Blackburn 8552 dated 10th Feb 1904.



From Royal Lancaster Museum Archives:-

Certificate of Service to Sergeant G Blackburn of the 4th Battalion, King's Own Royal Lancaster Regiment.
Accession Number: KO0130/01

NOTE: JW’s navy record states he finished in June 1904 and it looks like somebody has written ‘invalid’ in the
discharge column. If JW recovered from this he is still in the frame to be 8561 William.

The 1911 Census I think really seals the connection where William is one of 565 soldiers and family serving with the 1st

Battalion of the King’s Own Royal Lancaster Regiment at Havelock Barracks Dilkusha in Lucknow India.
Note he is single, aged 24.



William’s Medal Index Card, it states he was a Prisoner of War which is true but only for a few days.

KORL diary explains the catastrophic retreat in which William gets trapped behind enemy lines 26th August 1914

William evaded capture for 15 months but was tried as a spy and was executed in Le Catelet on 27th May 1916

Pension records with moneys to Bro’ Alfred J.
Craig (Great War Forum) was a bit confused about this, his Royal Navy Service might be the reason for it.



Caveats, Good Points and Bad Points to consider from what we have in Macintyre’s Book

“One of the soldiers is named as Willie Thorpe, a short, stocky Liverpudlian who had joined the King's Own Royal Lancaster
Regiment in 1910 as a regular soldier on 5 pence a day and was 36 years of age in late 1914. He had three young children back
in Liverpool (no wife mentioned until end of the book), obtained a 3rd class Certificate of Education and had never been
outside his native land.”

Good
Life story and family in Liverpool
Has a brother Alfred J
His Navy record states he was 5 foot 1¾, so certainly “short” in stature
No record of a death or 1939 register for JW dob 3/3/1888
His dad’s brother was called Willie

Bad
He was 26 not 36 in 1914
Had never been out of the country, 1/KORL were in India by 1911

Conclusion
The researcher for Ben Macintyre’s book “A Foreign Field” has probably hit on the 1911 census record for a William (b.1878
Toxteth) and Elizabeth Nancy Thorpe and their three children. The 1939 Register has them alive and kicking in Liverpool.
The 1911 census for the 1/KORL in Lucknow, India has William, age 24, single and born in Bootle. The Battalion returned to
England in December 1912 and were stationed in Dover so the chances of him having a wife and three children before going
off to war in August 1914 are pretty slim. This is why Alfred J. was the benefactor of his War Gratuity and Pension.

I propose John William Thorpe as #8561 William Thorpe 1/KORL

John William THORPE b. 3rd March 1888 Liverpool (Bootle). Died Le Catelet on 27th May 1916.
Father John Thomas Thorpe b.1866 Ireland (possibly d.1937 Middleton, Lancs probate)
Mother Harriet Annie Naylor b.1867 Liverpool d.1899 Liverpool
Brother Alfred Joseph Thorpe b. 1892 Liverpool d.1960 Llanelli
Sister Emily Margaret Thorpe b. 1889 Liverpool d. 1891



ALFRED Joseph Thorpe (Brother)

The 1911 Census may have picked him up working on a farm in Llanelly
County/Island: Carmarthenshire. Wales
Street address: 70 Towyn Farm Pembrey Carmarthen
Marital status: Single
Occupation: Farm Labourer
Registration district: Llanelly

He marries Rose May Hinder in 1915 and has two children
Marriages Sep 1915   Thorpe, Alfred J  Spouse Hinder  Llanelly
Births Jun 1918
Thorpe  Thomas J  Hinder  Llanelly

He has no obvious military service, and probably lived the rest of his life down there.

There is a 1939 Register for them in Llanelli as Alfred, Rosie and 2nd son Percival Walter

Deaths Dec 1960
THORPE  Alfred J  68  Llanelly

I wonder if he ever knew the sad fate of his older brother ?



John Thomas Thorpe (Father)

Name: John Thomas Thorpe
Event Type: Birth
Event Date: 6 May 1865
Event Place: Abbeyleix, Queens, Ireland
Event Place (Original): Abbeyleix, Queens, Ireland
Gender: Male
Father's Name: John Thorpe
Mother's Name: Margaret Hayes

The father’s family can be accurately traced back to Ireland via the 1901 census in which a family friend Elizabeth Tector aged
69 is at their address 126 Delamore St. in Kirkdale, Liverpool.

She returned to Ireland and is picked up on their 1911 census

Residents of a house 7 in Ballindaggan (Ballindaggan, Wexford)

Show all information
Surname Forename Age Sex Relation to head Religion
Thorpe Margaret 69 Female Head of Family Church of Ireland
Thorpe William 43 Male Son Church of Ireland
Thorpe Isabella 27 Female Daughter Church of Ireland
Tector Elizabeth 80 Female Relative Church of Ireland

The 1901 Ireland census refers to “Willie” Thorpe, a term sometimes used in subsequent books for 8561 Thorpe

Residents of a house 11 in Ballindaggan (Ballindaggan, Wexford)
Show all information
Surname Forename Age Sex Relation to head Religion
Thorpe Margaret 59 Female Head of Family Church of Ireland
Thorpe Isabella 17 Female Daughter Church of Ireland
Thorpe Willie 34 Male Son Church of Ireland

So father John Thomas Thorpe had a younger brother William(b. 1867), Isabella(b. 1884)
There was also another brother

NAME: Joseph George Thorpe
GENDER: Male
BIRTH DATE: 27/07/1875
BIRTH PLACE: Wexford, Ireland
FATHER: John Thorpe
MOTHER: Margaret Hayes

And a marriage record for their father who must have died pre-1901
Name: John Thorpe
Event Type: Marriage
Event Date: 17 Dec 1862
Event Place: Ireland
Event Place (Original): Templeshanbo, Wexford, Ireland
Gender: Male
Father's Name: John Thorpe
Spouse's Name: Margaret Hayes
Spouse's Gender: Female
Spouse's Father's Name: Thomas Hayes



ERNEST Thorpe (Possible Child 1)

Sifting through birth and marriages records the only chance of JW having three children is obviously out of wedlock.

We know 8561 William Thorpe was with 1/KORL in Lucknow, India on the 1911 Census (2nd April), if we look at the
Children’s Convalescent Home on Meols Drive, Hoylake all 167 patients and staff  have “Military Disposition”.

One of the Patients is:-

Patient Ernest Thorpe male 1910 Liverpool, Lancashire 1911 West Kirby, Cheshire, England, United
Kingdom OTHER:MilitaryDisposition///CHILDREN'S CONVALESCENT HOME, MEOLS DRIVE

His Baptism states he was “Illegitimate”. Looking at the 1939 Register on FMP, Ernest is with his mother Laura.
Thorpe household 45 Canterbury Street
First name Last name(s) Birth year
Laura Thorpe 16th Apr 1889
Ernest Thorpe 5th  Feb 1910 (his baptism on 3rd Dec 1911 gives a dob of 5th Feb 1909)

[Gores Liverpool 1938]



The British Newspaper Archive has an article in the Liverpool Echo 2nd Aug 1916 in which Laura Thorpe’s young boy is
rescued from the River Mersey, she states “the boy has no father”

[British Newspaper Archive]

Laura may have been boarding as a domestic servant in 1911 for an old lady, but none of her children.

Name: Laura Thorpe
Event Type: Census
Event Date: 1911
Event Place: Liverpool, Lancashire, England, United Kingdom
Gender: Female
Age: 23
Marital Status: Single
Marital Status (Original): SINGLE
Occupation: DOMESTIC SERVANT

Laura is also praised from trying to rescue a child from drowning in a Water Board Tank in the Liverpool Echo 12th May 1942

[British Newspaper Archive]



Checking on the Liverpool Electoral Rolls for around the 1942 era at 45 Canterbury Street mentioned in the newspaper clip we
find MARGARET and ALFRED BROWN, familiar names from the 1901 census and anchor document.

[Liverpool Electoral Rolls]

[The anchor document – 1901 Census]

Canterbury Street at Carver St [LiverpoolPicturebook.com] Canterbury Street at Langdale St [LiverpoolPicturebook.com]

There are no BMD records for a Laura Thorpe but I think she is Laura Coxton, born 04/1889 and daughter of Hiram and
Margaret Coxton of Wrigley Street, Liverpool (1891).

Baptism: 8 Apr 1889 St Peter, Liverpool, Lancashire, England
Laura Croxton - [Child] of Hiram Croxton & Margaret
    Born: 18 Mar 1889
    Abode: Soho St
    Occupation: Baker

The birth dates are slightly out of kilter with the 1939 Register but so is Freebmd quoting June Qtr 1889
With the variable dates of son Ernest too I get the impression she does not want to be “found”, is this why Alfred J gets the
pension ?

Still searching for the two siblings of Ernest Thorpe, but it is highly likely now that John William Thorpe did not marry Laura
but had the three children quoted in Macintyre’s book.



ALBERT Thorpe (Possible Child 2)

A second child ALBERT is a possibility with the mother’s name just given as Thorpe

Name: Albert Thorpe
Event Type: Birth Registration
Registration Quarter: Oct-Nov-Dec
Registration Year: 1912
Registration District: Liverpool
County: Lancashire
Event Place: Liverpool, Lancashire, England
Mother's Maiden Name: Thorpe

Marriages Mar 1935
Thorpe Albert  Travis  Barton, Lancs

From the 1939 Register FMP

Albert Thorpe's life in 1939 b. 16th Nov 1912
110 Bolton Road, Salford C.B., Lancashire, England
Lily Thorpe 1914
First name Last name(s) Birth year
Albert Thorpe 1912

Lily (Travis) Thorpe is also on this record
Lily Thorpe b.1914

Deaths Mar 1954
THORPE  Albert 42 Manchester
Deaths Jun 1955
THORPE Ernest  45  Manchester



The Final Chapter

Pte William Thorpe
(1888-1916)

This research was sent to Ben Macintyre in the hope that he may have time to read it, his secretary said
that he received huge volumes of correspondence but would forward it to him.

To my great surprise Ben responded quite quickly “I am convinced that you have indeed tracked down
our man.”


