
Walter Holwill 1873 -1916 

 

Company	Sergeant	Major	Walter	Holwill	(10261)	of	the	8th	Battalion,	Devonshire	
Regiment	was	born	at	St	Michael’s	Mount,	Cornwall	in	1873.	He	was	43	when	he	

died	in	Gravesend,	England	on	22	July	1916	of	wounds	received	at	Mametz.		
He	was	married	to	Elizabeth	Frances	Holwill	of	Moor	View,	Brentor	and	was	the	

father	of	Francis	Walter,	Violet	Moria	and	Edward	John.		
He	was	awarded	the	Military	Cross:		For	conspicuous	gallantry	during	an	attack.	

When	all	the	officers	of	his	company	had	become	casualties,	he	took	command	and	
ably	led	the	company	under	heavy	fire.	(London	Gazette	27	July	1916)	

Walter	 James	Holwill,	 the	 fifth	 son	of	 Josiah	and	Rhoda	 (Hodge),	was	born	on	15th	March	1873,	
when	his	mother	was	working	as	a	schoolmistress	on	St.	Michael’s	Mount.	His	father	had	a	variety	
of	jobs,	from	shoemaker,	to	repairer	of	clocks	and	watches,	to	music	teacher!	His	sister	was	Sarah	
Jane	1859-	and	his	brothers	were	Josiah	1863-1923,	Frank	1865-1948,	Edwin	1866-1909	and	John	1869-.	

In	the	1881	Census	he	was	8	years	old	and	living	at	34	Union	Lanes	in	Tormoham,	Torquay	with	his	
widowed	father,	Josiah	Holwill,	a	53	year	old	teacher	of	music.	Josiah	had	been	born	in	Denbury	in	
Devon	and	Walter’s	place	of	birth	was	given	as	St	Michael’s	Mount,	Cornwall.		

In	 1891	Walter	was	 a	 grocer’s	 apprentice	 aged	 19,	 living	 at	 1	 Bedford	 Terrace	 in	 the	 St	Mary’s	
Church	district	in	Torquay.	He	had	joined	the	5th	Volunteer	Battalion	the	Devonshire	Regiment,	a	
part-time	unit,	a	role	that	he	presumably	enjoyed,	as	on	23rd	June	1891	he	signed	on	to	serve	for	
the	full	21	years	in	the	Devonshire	Regiment	as	a	regular	soldier.	After	training	at	the	barracks	in	
Exeter	he	would	have	been	posted	to	one	of	the	two	regular	battalions,	almost	certainly	the	first.	
He	 served	 through	 the	 North	West	 Frontier	 of	 India	 campaign	 of	 1897-8,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 South	
African	War	1899-1902.	He	was	one	of	 the	defenders	 at	 Ladysmith.	 The	 regimental	museum	at	
The	Keep	in	Dorchester	has	records	of	the	Devonshires'	involvement	in	India	and	South	Africa		

He	did	well	 in	the	army	because	by	the	time	he	received	the	 Indian	General	Service	Medal	with	
two	clasps	for	serving	in	the	Punjab	Frontier	and	Tirah	campaigns	1897/98	he	was	already	a	Lance	
Sergeant.	At	the	time	he	was	awarded	the	Queen’s	South	Africa	medal	with	Elandslaagte	clasp	he	
was	 a	 sergeant.	 Walter	 returned	 to	 England	 to	 attend	 a	 small	 arms	 course	 at	 the	 School	 of	
Musketry.	

On	the	night	of	the	1901	census	he	was	a	27	year	old	student	at	the	School	of	Musketry	in	Hythe	
St	 Leonard	 in	 Kent.	 His	 wife	 Elizabeth	 was	 24	 and	 living	 in	 army	 accommodation	 for	 the	
Devonshire	Regiment	at	St	Peter’s	Barracks	in	St	Peter,	Jersey.	

By	 1911	 the	 family	 were	 back	 in	 England,	 living	 at	 26	 Corporation	 Buildings,	 Morice	 Square,	
Devonport.	Walter	was	 coming	 to	 the	 end	 of	 his	 engagement	 and	was	 now	 a	 Colour	 Sergeant	
working	as	 recruiting	officer	 for	 the	Devons.	Walter,	was	38,	and	his	wife	of	10	years,	Elizabeth	
Frances	was	34	and	had	been	born	in	Moira,	Co	Down.	They	must	have	been	newly	married	when	
Elizabeth	was	in	Jersey,	which	was	the	birthplace	of	their	eldest	child,	Francis	Walter,	aged	9.	Their	
daughter	 Violet	 Moria	 (named	 after	 her	 mother’s	 birthplace)	 was	 6	 and	 had	 been	 born	 in	
Ranikhet,	Bengal	in	India.	On	census	night	they	had	a	visitor	Sarah	Morrison	a	35	year	old	domestic	
servant	from	Moira,	Co	Down.	She	was	probably	a	friend	or	relative	of	Elizabeth’s.	In	1901	she	had	
been	in	domestic	service	for	the	Shurley	family	in	New	Windsor.	

This	 fascinating	 record	 of	 the	 varied	 birthplaces	 of	 his	 children	 and	 his	 wife	 gives	 some	 of	 the	
detail	of	the	postings	in	Walter’s	army	career	in	the	Devonshire	Regiment.	By	the	Summer	of	1912	
he	had	completed	his	21	years	army	service	and	he	moved	firstly	to	Lydford	and	then	shortly	after	
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to	Moor	 View,	 Brentor.	 Both	 Violet	 and	 Francis	 joined	 Brentor	 School	 on	 9	 Sept	 1912.	Walter	
joined	 the	 clerical	 staff	 at	 Ward	 &	 Chowen,	 auctioneers,	 then	 operating	 from	 Burnville.	 The	
following	year	in	1913	their	second	son	Edward	John	was	born.	

Walter	 settled	 quickly	 into	 village	 life	 and	was	 instrumental	 in	 the	 forming	 of	 the	 Brentor	 and	
District	miniature	rifle	club	in	February	1914,	which	had	over	30	members	and	a	shooting	range	in	
the	Old	Quarry	by	Brentor	Station.	He	was	a	member	of	the	Masons.		

When	war	broke	out	Walter	 volunteered	 to	 rejoin	his	old	 regiment.	New	battalions	were	being	
raised	and	a	nucleus	of	officers	and	 senior	NCOs	 from	the	1st	 formed	 the	8th	 (Service)	Battalion	
which	was	 raised	at	Exeter	on	19	August	1914	as	part	of	Kitchener’s	First	New	Army,	with	men	
coming	 mostly	 from	 the	 West	 Country.	 In	 May	 1915	 they	 left	 the	 Division,	 having	 completed	
training,	 but	 a	 lack	 of	 ammunition	 delayed	 them	 and	 it	 was	 not	 until	 26	 July	 1915	 that	 they	
proceeded	to	France,	landing	at	Le	Havre,	Walter	with	the	rank	of	CQMS	They	were	joined	by	their	
fellow	battalion	the	9th.	On	the	4	August	1915	they	joined	the	20th	Brigade,	7th	Division	and	saw	
action	at	the	Battle	of	Loos	and	suffered	many	casualties.	After	a	period	of	comparative	calm	they	
were	ready	to	be	at	the	forefront	at	the	Somme.	

On	July	1st	at	06.30	A	and	C	companies	went	“over	the	top.”	Walter	was	now	Company	Sergeant	
Major	of	B	Company	in	reserve	and	he	led	his	men	up	to	the	forward	trench.	The	advance	troops	
were	decimated	by	German	fire.		At	about	10.30	on	1	July	1916	orders	reached	the	8th	Battalion	
to	advance	and	B	Company	went	 forward	 to	 fill	 the	gap	between	 the	Gordons	and	9th	Devons.	
Moving	past	Mansel	Copse	 it	was	caught	by	machine-gun	fire:	Captain	Mahaffy,	 its	commander,	
was	badly	wounded	and	before	 long	all	 its	officers	were	down,	and	 it	had	been	held	up.	Walter	
Holwill	 took	charge	and	rallied	the	remaining	men	and	 led	them	forward	until	 they	reached	and	
captured	 the	German	 front	 line.	 They	 sustained	heavy	 casualties,	 among	 them	Walter	who	was	
severely	wounded	with	a	gun	shot	wound	in	his	left	hip.	The	stretcher	bearers	managed	to	get	him	
back	 to	 the	British	 lines	and	after	4	days	 in	 the	 casualty	 system	he	was	 repatriated	 to	England.	
Unfortunately	he	succumbed	to	sepsis	and	his	wounds	and	died	at	the	Yacht	Club	V.A.D	Hospital,	
Gravesend	on	22nd	July	1916.	His	death	was	registered	in	Gravesend	and	his	body	was	returned	to	
Brentor	for	burial	in	Christ	Church	churchyard.		
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The	funeral	took	place	at	Christ	Church	on	25th	July	1916	at	which	a	large	number	of	friends	and	
colleagues	were	present.	The	service	was	conducted	by	the	Brentor	vicar,	Rev	Alfred	Apps,	who	in	
the	course	of	an	address	spoke	very	highly	of	Walter,	touching	on	his	individual	qualities,	and	as	a	
bright	example	to	the	young	generation.	Mrs	E.	J	Rice	presided	at	the	Organ	and	played	the	Dead	
March	in	“Saul”.	The	bearers	were	six	sergeants	from	his	old	regiment,	and	two	buglers	from	the	
Devonshire	regiment	sounded	the	last	post	at	the	graveside.	Whilst	the	service	was	taking	place,	
the	big	guns	in	Okehampton	were	distinctly	heard,	giving	a	realistic	idea	of	a	funeral	at	the	Front.	

His	gravestone	reads		
	Greater	love	hath	no	man	than	this	that	a	man	lay	down	his	life	for	his	friends.	

He	and	his	wife	Elizabeth	Frances	had	three	children.	Francis	Walter	(1901-1966)	born	at	St	Peters	
Barracks,	 Jersey;	Violet	Moria	 (1905-1975)	born	Ranikhet	Bengal,	 India:	and	Edward	John	 (1913-
1968)	born	Brentor.		

All	three	children	were	accomplished	musicians.	Francis	did	a	recital	with	Bill	Woollacott	to	raise	
money	for	repairs	to	Christ	Church	in	1915	and	played	the	flute	at	the	unveiling	of	the	memorial	to	
the	fallen	at	the	Chapel	at	Lydford	Station	in	1920.	In	his	informal	will,	drawn	up	on	his	deathbed,	
Walter	left	his	medals	to	Francis	and	the	remainder	of	his	property	to	his	wife.	

Elizabeth	 was	 a	 midwife	 working	 with	 Dr	 Postlethwaite.	 She	 was	 72	 when	 she	 died	 on	 28	
September	1948	at	Moor	View,	Brentor.		She	was	buried	with	her	husband	and	was	remembered	
on	her	gravestone:																																				She	thought	of	all	the	little	things.	


