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52: William Taylor Johnson 

 

William Taylor Johnson was the first child of collier (later labourer) Thomas & Eliza 
Johnson and he was born at Neston in early 1894, around six months after the marriage 
of his parents. William’s younger brother, John Edward Johnson, was killed in WW1 in 
April 1917 and he is detailed previously in this account [50: (John) Edward Johnson] 
where there are additional details of the family. 
 

Thomas Johnson, a son of Thomas snr and Sarah Johnson (in the 1871 census Thomas 
was 11 months and his father was recorded as the publican of The Royal Oak in Little 
Neston) married Eliza Taylor Garnham in West Derby, Liverpool, in the third quarter of 
1893. Thomas died in 1898 and was buried in Neston on 14 June aged 28. In the 1901 
census the family was living on Chester Road, Neston: 
 

 

When Eliza and Thomas married in 1893, Eliza was already expecting their first child as 
William Taylor Johnson was baptised at Neston 11 March 1894. Thomas was then 
recorded as a collier as he had been, aged 20, in the 1891 census when still living with 
his parents Thomas [now a general labourer] and Sarah. Hannah Johnson was baptised 
at Neston on 11 August 1895 - Thomas was a collier - and John Edward was baptised on 
8 November 1896 when Thomas was a labourer, presumably at the colliery. 
 

William Taylor Johnson was not recorded in the household at the time of the 1901 
census but is recorded, aged 7, as living with his grandparents William (a grocer) and 
Hannah Garnham on Bridge Street, Neston: 

Basic Information [as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC] 

Name as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC: William Johnson           

Rank: Private  

Battalion / Regiment: 7th Bn.  South Lancashire Regiment  

Service Number: 18023   Date of Death: 28 March 1918  Age at Death: ? 

Buried / Commemorated at: Vignacourt British Cemetery, Vignacourt, Departement de la Somme, 
Picardie, France 

Additional information given by CWGC: None 

    

1901 – Chester Road, Neston 
 

 Eliza T. Johnson 28  widow, dressmaker, own account                      born Neston
 Hannah    5                            born Neston 
 John E.     4                            born Neston 
 Mary Mellor  28  cousin, dressmaker’s assistant              born Neston 
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Neston Parish Registers record that another child, Margaret Thomasine Johnson, was 
baptised 1 July 1898 (when Thomas was recorded as a collier, although he had died 
around 3 weeks earlier) but this girl died, aged 1 year 10 months, and was buried 17 
April 1900.  
It is probable that, following the death of her husband, Eliza was unable to cope with 
raising three young children particularly as Margaret had died recently, and so William 
Taylor was being raised by his grandparents.  Certainly, at the time of the 1911 census 
William was again recorded as being at his grandfather’s home on Bridge Street:  

 

Hannah Garnham, William’s grandmother, was buried at Neston on 28 December 1906 
aged 60. 
 

By the time of the 1911 census Eliza Johnson, William’s mother, had remarried and was 
living with her husband Richard Naylor on Bridge Street - this house was next door to 
where her father and William Taylor Johnson were living: 

1901 census (extract) – Bridge Street, Neston 
 

 William Garnham  56 grocer, shopkeeper, own account    born Ashbocking, Suffolk 
 Hannah   53         born Neston 
 Florence   11         born Neston 
 William T. Johnson    7 grandson       born Neston 

1911 census (condensed) – Bridge Street, Neston 
 

 William Taylor Garnham 66 widower, coal dealer, own account        born ?, Suffolk 
 Florence Garnham  21 at home           born Neston 
 William Taylor Johnson 17 bricksetter, building trade         born Neston 
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No record of the marriage of Richard Naylor and Eliza has been found. Two further 
children were later recorded, Kate Naylor (aged 9 in April 1920) and Eliza Naylor (aged 
6 in April 1920). Also in 1920 Hannah Johnson was recorded as Hannah Jones of 24 
Bridge Street, Neston. 
 

William Taylor Johnson enlisted, in Manchester, in the Manchester Regiment on 1 
January 1915 when he was aged 21 years 2 months. He gave his occupation as labourer 
and his medical record notes that he was 5ft 6ins tall, weighed 142lb (10 stone 2lb / 
64.5kg), had a 35½-inch expanded chest, was single and of good physical development 
and had two moles on the left side of his back. His next-of-kin was recorded as his 
mother, Eliza Naylor, of Bridge Street. His Service Number was then 16055. On 5 
January he was posted to the 4th Battalion but, on 7 April 1915, he was transferred to 
the 3rd Battalion South Lancashire Regiment (Prince of Wales's Volunteers) and his 
Service Number became 18023. This was a Reserve battalion, formed in Warrington in 

1911 census (condensed) – Bridge Street, Neston 
 

Richard Naylor   33  platelayer, G.C. Railway       born Burwardsley,  
Cheshire 

Eliza Naylor   38  no occupation recorded       born Neston 
Hannah Johnson  15  stepdaughter         born Neston     
J. Edward Johnson  14  stepson         born Neston 
Sarah Doris Naylor    5            born Neston 
Thomas Naylor    4            born Neston 
Florence Naylor    3            born Neston 
Richard Naylor     1            born Neston 
Herbert Macardle  38  boarder, boat builder        born Neston 
 

Richard and Eliza had been married for 7 years and it is recorded that all four of their children were 
still living. 
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August 1914. As a depot/training unit, it remained in the UK throughout the war 
supplying personnel to other battalions.  
On 23 April 1915 William was appointed as a paid Lance Corporal and on 21 July was 
further elevated as acting (paid) Corporal. However, this appointment was reduced 
back to Lance Corporal on 4 October 1915 and, on 18 October, he was even deprived of 
this stripe for shaking a junior NCO.  
 

On 4 November 1915 William was posted, as a Private, to the British Expeditionary 
Force, Mediterranean, as a member of the 6th Battalion South Lancashire Regiment. 
The 6th (Service) Battalion had been formed in Warrington in August 1914 as part of 
Kitchener’s First New Army and had moved to Tidworth, a garrison town in south-east 
Wiltshire. Here they were under the command of the 38th Brigade in the 13th (Western) 
Division. Having spent 307 days of the war in the UK William now found himself in 
Gallipoli (the troops disembarked on 24 November 1915) but, by 9 December, he was 
in hospital suffering from oedema of the legs - swelling as a result of the accumulation 
of excess fluid under the skin (a condition also known as ‘dropsy’).  
 

On 20 December 1915 the 13th (Western) Division, which included William’s 6th 
(Service) Battalion, was evacuated from Gallipoli and moved to Mudros, a small Greek 

British-controlled port on the Mediterranean 
island of Lemnos, and then to Egypt. William’s 
condition must now have been considered 
serious as William was invalided back to the UK, 
by way of Alexandria, on HM Hospital Ship 
Essequibo. William was back in the UK by 27 
January 1916 having spent some 84 days 
overseas but it is unclear what happened to him 
until he was posted to France on 7 April 1917.  
We know that William embarked at Folkestone 
on 8 April 1917 and disembarked at Boulogne 

the same day but his Service Records make no mention of the 1 year 70 days between 
his invalided return to the UK and his sailing to France.  
 

In France, William was first posted to the 2nd Battalion South Lancashire Regiment (11 
April 1917) but was transferred to the 7th South Lancashire Regiment on 28 April.  
Of his military activities over the following 11 months we have no record although the 
7th (Service) Battalion saw action at The Battle of Messines (7–14 June 1917); The Battle 
of the Menin Road Ridge, the third British general attack during The Third Battle of 
Ypres (20 -25 September 1917); The Battle of Polygon Wood (during the second phase 
of The Third Battle of Ypres, 26 September - 3 October 1917); The Battle of 
Broodseinde  (4 October 1917 near Ypres - the most successful Allied attack of the 
Battle of Passchendaele);  The Battle of Poelcapelle (9 October 1917 - this marked the 
end of the string of highly successful British attacks during The Third Battle of Ypres); 
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and The First and Second Battles of Passchendaele ( 12 October 1917 and 26 October -
10 November 1917), the culminating attacks during The Third Battle of Ypres. Whilst 
William would not have been involved in all these battles, some of the fiercest and 
costly conflicts of the war, he appears to have escaped unscathed, perhaps aided by 
the fact that he was recorded as being ‘a first class shot’.  
 

It was not military action that led to William’s death, by carbon monoxide asphyxiation, 
on 28 March 1918 but a combination of negligence and stupidity:  
 

William was then attached 
to the 6th Entrenching 
Battalion which had been 
formed from the 11th 

Battalion Kings Own (Royal 
Lancaster) Regiment. 
Entrenching battalions 
were temporary units 
formed in the British Army during WW1; allocated at Corps level, they were used as 
pools of men, from which drafts of replacements could be drawn by the conventional 
infantry battalions. Although the practice had largely ceased on the Western Front by 
autumn 1917, due to manpower shortages, there was a revival at the start of 1918. The 
reduction in the number of battalions in an infantry brigade (from four to three) in 
February 1918 resulted in many (under-manned) infantry battalions being disbanded 
and the pool of men was used to bring the remaining battalions up to strength and to 
allocate any remaining manpower to twenty five entrenching battalions. These 
battalions were put to use in improving the existing defences in anticipation of a 
German offensive, and could be used as a reserve force if needed. 
 

Following William’s death a field-based Court of Inquiry was convened on 29 March 
1918 which heard six witness statements and accounts of William’s character. The 
hand-written statements are much faded and difficult to reproduce but three of these 
have been transcribed, below:  
 
 

1st Witness          No. 13522  Sergt. Tillott, J.      6th Entrenching Battalion 
 

On 27/3/18 I was Orderly Sergt. I went to the billet where Pte. JOHNSON ‘A’ Coy 6th 
Entrenching Battalion was at 9.0pm. He was lying in a cellar of the billet with Pte. FOXALL and 
Pte. HARRISON. They had a brazier burning. The cellar was about 10ft x 6ft, reached by about 8 
steps. Besides the staircase, the cellar was ventilated by an opening about 1ft x 6ins close to 
the ceiling. This opening was not stopped up – it opened onto the road outside. I did not speak 
to JOHNSON or to the other two. They appeared to be asleep. 
The atmosphere seemed to me quite healthy. 
 

Staircase had a trap door at the top & this was open & I left it open. 
On 28/3/18 in consequence of a report made to me, I went to the cellar again and found the 
trap door closed. This was about 7.0am. I opened the trap door, went down to the cellar and 

“This man with two others went into a cellar to keep [warm] & took a 
lighted brazier with them. The trap door leading into the cellar was 
apparently closed accidentally during the night and the man was found 
dead next morning” 
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found all three occupants apparently in a sleepy condition. I tried to waken them but could not 
make them answer or stir themselves. I tried to waken Johnson first, then Harrison and then 
Foxall. I thought their condition was abnormal, so I called out for the Medical Corporal – 
Corporal Christopher – who was just upstairs. He came down and looked at the men & advised 
me to get them out as soon as possible. I then came out of the cellar and called three men from 
the deceased’s Company, and removed Johnson, Harrison & Foxall into the room above. Corpl. 
Christopher undid their tunics and sent for the MO. When the MO arrived, I went away. 

 

The room above the cellar was used as a storeroom for the Company. I am billeted in the next 
room. The trap door of the cellar is against the wall. It would be possible for anyone passing 
through the room to knock the trap door down and so close it. 

 

When I went down in the morning to waken the men, the atmosphere in the cellar seemed hot 
and stuffy. I experienced no sensation of suffocation myself – I was down there about 5 
minutes. The brazier was in the same place as it was when I left the night before. I did not 
examine it. 

 

[Note: At this point the Court adjourned to view the cellar in question and found the witness’s 
description accurate]  

 
5th Witness       No. 32212 L/C Woodington, C.       6th Entrenchment Battalion 
 

I am ‘A’ Coy. Clerk. 
I have known Pte. JOHNSON since last April. He was always contented and happy. I saw him 
about 8pm on 27/3/18. He appeared quite happy and his usual self and in no way depressed. 

 

3rd Witness          1st Lieut. E.A. KNOWLES        M.O.R.C. (USA) 
 

I am the MO attached to the 6th Entrenching Battalion. 
On 28/3/18 about 7.30am I was called to see some men in a billet close to ‘A’ Coys cooker. These men were 
lying on the floor above a cellar. The first man I examined was dead – Pte. JOHNSON, and appeared to have 
been dead for about two hours. I then examined Pte. FOXALL. He was comatose and I then examined 
HARRISON who was unconscious. I had the three men removed into the open air and applied treatment. I 
then examined the cellar in which it was reported they had been sleeping. I heard the 1st witness’s 
description of this cellar which was correct. I went into the cellar and found there was a markedly irritating 
gas present, making it uncomfortable to stay there any length of time. I noticed a brazier in the cellar which 
was not alight but contained about ⅓ of what appeared to be coal ashes. I was only down in the cellar for 
about 3 minutes when I had to come up as the atmosphere was so uncomfortable. 
 

I am of opinion that if the trap door were closed and a brazier burning coal or coke were kept alight in it, 
there would not be sufficient oxygen to sustain life, as the small ventilating hole would not be sufficient. The 
condition of men sleeping in such a place would be that of the three men whom I examined. 
 

Eventually HARRISON & FOXALL recovered sufficiently to talk but they were unable to give intelligent replies 
to my questions. There was no trace of alcohol about the men. They were eventually admitted to hospital. I 
am of opinion that Pte. JOHNSON’s death was due to asphyxiation caused by the existence of a lighted 
brazier in a poorly ventilated cellar. 

Lieutenant Knowles, an American, was one of many non-Royal Army Medical Corps personnel attached to 
the British Medical Units. M.O.R.C.s were Medical Officers Reserve Corps. 
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Following the Court of Inquiry the 
president of the 3-man court, Major G. 
Hayward, reported (29 March 1918): 
 

The court records the opinion that the 
death of Pte. JOHNSON, W.T. 6th 
Entrenchment Battalion was due to 
asphyxiation caused by sleeping in a 
cellar with a lighted brazier in it, such cellar being insufficiently ventilated owing to the trap 
door leading in to it having been closed after he had gone to bed, that there is no evidence to 
show by whom the trap door was closed, and that the cellar was a perfectly satisfactory billet 
provided the trap door was kept open. 

 

 

The attribution of no blame was not accepted by all as the Commandant of the V Corps 
Reinforcement Camp – the person who had convened the Court of Inquiry – wrote a 
note (intended recipient unknown) on 29 March: 
 

It should be noted that the O/C No. 6 Entrenching Battalion is of opinion that no other person 
was to blame and that he does not propose to take any disciplinary actions. 
In my opinion No. 13522 Sergt. TILLOTT, J., 6th Entrenching Battalion was greatly to blame in 
that he saw these men with a lighted brazier in the cellar and took no steps to have the brazier 
removed. I should be grateful of your instructions on this point, please. 
 

Nevertheless, the decision that no other person could be blamed appears to have been 
officially accepted. The record shows that the two other men in the cellar with William 
Johnson were taken to hospital at Abbeville, around 40km north-west of Amiens, and it 
is presumed that they made a good recovery. William’s body was buried in a local 
cemetery immediately following the Inquiry but it was later exhumed and re-buried at 
Vignacourt on 5 January 1921. He had served for a total of 3 years 87 days in the army. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Birkenhead News – Saturday 13 April 1918            Transcription: 
Neston Soldier Suffocated 

Much sympathy is felt for Mrs Naylor, Bridge-street, Neston, in 
the blow which she has sustained by the death at the front of her 
son Pte. William Johnson, who enlisted in January 1915 and who 
had been through much severe fighting. Only about a month ago 
he was at home on leave, and had returned to the front for the 
third time. The following letter from the chaplain was received by 
Mrs Naylor last Saturday: “Before you receive this letter you will 
doubtless have heard that your boy William Johnson died 
accidentally last night. He and some of his chums had gone down 
into a cellar for the night. They lit a coke fire there and all suffered 
badly from the fumes and your son’s case was fatal. I buried him 
in the little French Cemetery at this place, in a beautiful quiet spot 
where his grave will be well attended to. The men and officers of 
his battalion attended the funeral in large numbers, out of respect 
and esteem for their fallen comrade. Assuring you of my deepest 
sympathy. – Yours sincerely, J. C. Bendall. O.P.” 
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There appears to be no immediate family connection between brothers John Edward Johnson [see entry 50] 
and William Taylor Johnson and their family and Thomas Allen Johnson [see entry 51]. 
 

Chester Chronicle - Saturday 11 May 1918 

Chester Chronicle - Saturday 13 April 1918 

Army Registers of Soldiers' Effects, 1901-1929 
 

In Summer 1919 the army paid outstanding credits – mainly remaining wages – to soldiers or, in the case of 
those who had died, their family or nominated representatives. At the same time a War Gratuity was often 
paid. 
William Taylor Johnson had accrued a credit of £15 1s 10d and this was received by his mother, Eliza Naylor, as 
sole legatee. Eliza received also the £14 10s War Gratuity.  
The total payment, £29 11s 10d, is approximately equivalent to a labour value (ie wages) of about £4500 in 
2016. 
 

The War Gratuity was introduced in December 1918 as a payment to be made to those men who had served in 
WW1 for a period of 6 months or more home service or for any length of service if a man had served overseas. 
The rules governing the gratuity were implemented under Army Order 17 of 1919 but the amount paid was 
related to the length of war service. 

 
 
 
At the time of the 1939 Register (29  

At the time of the 1939 Register (29 September) Florence Naylor (born 11 March 1908, 
working in a hand laundry) and Richard Naylor (born 24 September 1909, kiln burner, 
brickworks), both unmarried, were living with married sister Sarah Doris Smith (born 25 
April 1905) and Ernest Smith (born 17 May 1904, kiln brick setter) at 12 Talbot Gardens, 
Neston. Sarah had married Ernest at Neston Parish Church in mid-1935. 
In 1939 Thomas Naylor (born 19 December 1906, permanent way platelayer), the older 
brother of Florence and Richard, was living on Cross Street, Neston, with his wife 
Christina (born 5 August 1909) and son Brian T Naylor (born 8 November 1931). No 
record of the marriage of Thomas and Christina, or of Brian’s birth, has been found. 


