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85: William Spence Towert 

 

William Spence Towert was the second child of Presbyterian Minister John and Eliza 
Towert of Neston and the only one of their two children to survive infancy. 
 

John Towert was born in Edinburgh on 26 June 1844, the son of John and Maria 
Towert. John jnr was educated in Edinburgh schools and Edinburgh University and was 
ordained in 1871 by the Reformed Presbytery in Edinburgh in 1871. In March 1874, 
aged 29, he came to Neston and, on 2 March 1875, was inducted as the minister of the 
Presbyterian Church in Neston. John Towert, then unmarried, was the second minister 
of the church, replacing A M Halket who had been the minister since the inception of 
the church here in 1857. In fact the Presbyterian Church had established three centres 
in the district, one in Little Neston, one in Parkgate (the present St Thomas’ Church) 
and in Neston itself. Although the Presbyterian Church in Parkgate Road - now the URC 
- wasn’t built until July 1884 an earlier church existed on the site now occupied by the 
Neston Royal British Legion on Chester Road. The church also played a significant role 
in the ministry of the Colliery Mission on Quayside. 
 

In the 1881 census John Towert, 36, was lodging with shoemaker John and Elizabeth 
Robinson on Parkgate Road; also lodging at the same address was John’s brother’ 
William H G Towert, 20, a shipping clerk.  
On 27 September 1883 John married Eliza Spence in Grantshouse, Berwickshire. 
Eliza Spence was a daughter of ordained minister Adam and Agnes Spence of 
Berwickshire and Eliza was baptised on 6 June 1852 in Coldingham, Berwickshire. Adam 
Spence was thrown from his horse while returning from pastoral visits on 20 January 
1882 and he died three days later in Coldingham, Berwickshire. Agnes Spence died in 
1893 in Duns, Berwickshire. 
 

John and Eliza’s first child, John, was born in Neston in late 1884 (he was the first child 
to be baptised in the new church) but he died before the end of the year. William 
Spence Towert was born in the third quarter of 1889 and in the 1891 census the family, 
recorded as living in Neston Road (near to Manorial Road, Parkgate), consisted of: 
  

 John Towert   46 Presbyterian Minister  born Scotland 
 Eliza    38      born Scotland 
 William S       1      born Neston 
 Esther L Roberts  28 general servant   born Neston  

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

Name as recorded on local memorial or by CWGC: William S. Towert   

Rank: Private   

Battalion / Regiment:  7th Bn. King's Shropshire Light Infantry  

Service Number:   24400 Date of Death: 26 November 1916  Age at Death: ?  

Buried / Commemorated at: St Mary & St Helen Churchyard, Neston 

Additional information given by CWGC: None  
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Eliza died in late 1894 (buried 3 November) when she was just 42. It seems that John’s 
unmarried sister-in-law, Mary Spence, and John’s unmarried brother, William H G 
Towert, came to live with John and William at The Manse as they are recorded there in 
both the 1901 and 1911 census. Although not recorded in a census, it appears that 
John’s father (also John) may also have come to stay with the family in Neston as his 
death, aged 88, is recorded in Wirral in early 1908; he was buried at Neston 15 
February 1908 and his address was recorded as The Manse - this was built in 1900. 

 

Mary Spence never married and died, aged 65 in early 1920. 
 

William Henry Goold Towert married Jessie Cooper at a Civil Marriage on Wirral in late 
1914. 

1911 census (condensed) – The Manse, Neston (Parkgate Road) 
 

      John Towert          66           widower, Minister of Presbyterian C. of E.  born Edinburgh 
      Mary M. Spence          57           single                   born Houndwood,  

      Berwickshire 
      William Spence Towert         21           nursery gardener (Messrs Bees Ltd)   born Neston  
      William Henry Goold Towert    50           insurance agent      born Edinburgh 

          (Messrs S. Taylor, forwarding agent) 
      Ada M. Dodd          31           general servant (domestic)    born Little Neston 
 

1901 census (extract) – The Manse, Parkgate Road 
 

 John Towert    56   Minister of Presbyterian Church of England      born Scotland 
 Mary M. Spence   46            born Scotland 
 William Towert   11   sister-in-law          born Neston 
 William H. G. Towert   40   brother, insurance broker living on own account     born Edinburgh 
 Ada Dodd    21   general servant (domestic)        born Lt. Neston 
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William Spence Towert was educated at Calday Grange Grammar School and appears 
to have been a respectable scholar; in 1906, when just over 16½, he gained a ‘credit for 
excellence’ in French in the Higher Alternative examinations and, in September of that 
year, gained a Cheshire County Scholarship 
which could be redeemed at either Liverpool of 
Manchester University. However, there is no 
evidence that William took up this Scholarship 
and, in the 1911 census he was recorded as a 
nursery gardener at Bees Ltd. although it is not 
clear, at this time, whether he was working in 
Ness or at the new premises at Sealand. 
 

Bees Nursery was founded in Ness in 1903 by 
cotton merchant Arthur Kilpin Bulley, selling 
plants raised from seed sent to him from Europe 

and Asia. In 1898 Bulley had bought 60 acres of 
land at Ness to build a house, ‘Mickwell Brow’, 
with a large garden and space for a plant 
nursery. A lifelong socialist and philanthropist 
(he once stood for Parliament as a Women's 
Suffrage candidate), he kept part of the garden 
open all the time for the free enjoyment of 
villagers. In 1911 Bees moved to the 1000-acre 
site near Sealand in 1911, and they soon 
becoming a household name through their 
cheap packets of seeds. Bulley, meanwhile, 
continued to improve the garden at Ness; he retired as a cotton merchant in 1922 and 
died in 1942. The house and gardens at Ness were gifted to the University of Liverpool 
in 1948 and later renamed as Ness Botanic Gardens. 
 

William Spence Towert is said to have enlisted at Chester but details of his enlistment 
and army service are unknown. The 7th (Service) Battalion King's Shropshire Light 
Infantry was formed at Shrewsbury on 22 September 1914 as part of Kitchener’s Third 
New Army and came under the command of the 76th Brigade, 25th Division. They 
moved to Codford on the southern side of Salisbury Plain at 4.30am on 26 September 
and were then billeted in Bournemouth in May 1915, moving to Romsey in May and 
then, in June, to Aldershot. 
 

On 28 September 1915, at 2.30am, the troops landed at Boulogne and on 15 October 
the Brigade moved to the 3rd Division and on 19 October 1915 transferred to the 8th 
Brigade in the same Division. The Battalion served entirely on the Western Front and 
first saw action in the Ypres Salient in the winter of 1915-16, moving to The Somme in 

Manchester Courier and Lancashire 
General Advertiser - Tuesday 31 July 1906 

Manchester Courier and Lancashire General 
Advertiser - Monday 17 September 1906 
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July 1916, fighting at Bazentin Ridge 1 and then at Serre on the Ancre later in the year. 
It seems most probable that William was injured during the later days of The Battle of 
the Ancre and came home to Britain where, on 26 November 1916, he died of his 
injuries. He would have been 27, or nearly so, and he is commemorated also on the 
tablet in Neston URC and on a granite tablet at Lewisham Military Hospital WW1 
Memorial where he was being treated at the time of his death.      
 

The actions of the 7th Battalion King's Shropshire Light Infantry from 21 September – 
December 1916 were described by Major W. de B. Wood: 

                                                           
1  At The Battle of Bazentin Ridge (14 - 17 July 1916), within twelve months of arriving in France, the battalion lost a 
significant number of officers and men - 9 officers were killed together with 163 men, a further 294 being wounded. On 15 
July the command of the battalion was taken over by Major R E M.Heathcote. 
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The change in position of the front line to 19 
November 1916. 
 

[http://www.atcherley.org.uk/wp/war-wounds-
john-atcherleys-world-war-one/] 

 

The History of the King’s Shropshire Light Infantry in The Great War, 1914-1918 
Major W. de B. Wood       The Medici Society Ltd     1925 

The sketch map shows, in 
the western sector, 
several of the 
settlements mentioned 
in the text. The higher 
land, the Thiepval Ridge, 
with Thiepval on its crest, 
is shown by the hatched 
lines. It was on the 
eastern flank of this ridge 
that William Spence 
Towert was probably 
wounded. 
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Lewisham Military Hospital WW1 Memorial 
In 1919 a memorial consisting of an ornamented stone column on a 
Cornish granite slab and brickwork base and surmounted by a 
decorative cross was set up opposite the main gate. It was 
between 12 and 15 feet in height. Nearly lost when a new boiler 
house was being constructed, the remaining parts of the memorial 
were eventually relocated in their present position and the 
memorial rededicated. 
 

When rededicated in 1998 a granite tablet with names inscribed in 
lead and stones from the original column were placed within a 
small garden in the Lewisham High Street frontage of the former 
Lewisham Library building. 
The names on the tablet are arranged in three columns and are 
ordered by rank and date of death. William S. Towert’s name is in 
the central list, third from the top. 
                                                 [Source: http://philevans.org/] 

Birkenhead News – Saturday 2 December 1916 

Liverpool Echo - Wednesday 
29 November 1916 

Cheshire Observer - Saturday 16 December 1916 

The Ancre battlefield in November 1916 
[http://www.dublin-
fusiliers.com/battaliions/10-
batt/campaigns/1916-ancre.html] 

 

 

The 7th Battalion suffered more 
casualties than any other King's 
Shropshire Light Infantry battalion, 
with 1048 killed in action or died 
during the war, and they earned 
more battle honours than any other 
KSLI battalion. 
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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. In July 1919 William’s father John, as sole, legatee, received a payment of outstanding wages of £4 18s 
3d  from the army and a War Gratuity of £3. This, a total value of £17 18s 3d, is equivalent to a labour value 
(wages) of around £2800 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. 
 

On this document 3rd has been pencilled in as the Battalion number but this is believed to be incorrect. 

British Army WWI Medal Rolls Index Cards, 1914-1920 

The Towert family grave in Neston Parish Churchyard 
 

Sacred to the memory of JOHN, infant son of REV JOHN TOWERT BD, who died and was buried Dec. 1884. 
 

Also of ELIZA, mother of the above, who died 1st Nov. 1894, aged 42 years. 
 

Also of JOHN TOWERT, grandfather of the above, who died 12th Feb. 1908, aged 87 years. 
 

Also of WILLIAM SPENCE, son of Rev John Towert, who died in Lewisham Military Hospital of wounds 
received in France 26th Nov. 1916, aged 27 years. 
 

Also of MARY MARGARET SPENCE, sister of the above Eliza Spence, who died 30th Jan. 1920 aged 65 years. 
 

Also REV JOHN TOWERT BD, husband of the above Eliza Towert, who died 30th Nov. 1923 aged 79 years, 
minister of Neston Presbyterian Church for 48 years. 
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Chester Chronicle - Saturday 2 December 1916 

Chester Chronicle - Saturday 9 December 1916 

Chester Chronicle – Saturday 9 
December 1916 
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Birkenhead Advertiser – Saturday 9 December 1916 

 

The Reverend John Towert, 1844 - 1923 

Wooden plaque of ministers of the 
Parkgate & Neston Presbyterian 
Church / United Reformed Church, 
Parkgate Road, Neston [October 2014] 

 
 
 
 

 
John Towert, William’s father, retired as the 
Presbyterian Minister for Neston and Parkgate in 
1919 and died in Neston, aged 79, in 1923. 
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I found the letter in a cardboard box, 

Unfamous history. I read the words. 

The ink was frail and brown, the paper dry 

After so many years of being kept. 

The letter was a soldier's, from the front— 

Conveyed his love and disappointed hope 

Of getting leave. It's cancelled now, he wrote. 

My luck is at the bottom of the sea. 

 

Outside the sun was hot; the world looked bright; 

I heard a radio, and someone laughed. 

I did not sing, or laugh, or love the sun, 

Within the quiet room I thought of him, 

My father killed, and all the other men, 

Whose luck was at the bottom of the sea. 

 

“The Son” 

Clifford Dyment 

(1914 – 1971) 

 


