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BACKLER, Abner Charles                            
 
Private, G/24517 
17th Battalion, Duke of Cambridgeshire’s Own  
(Middlesex Regiment) 1st Football Battalion 
Place of Birth: Haverhill 
Date of Death: Monday, 13th November 1916 
Killed in Action  
Memorial: Thiepval 
Theatre of War: France & Flanders 
Aged 27 years 
 
Abner Charles Backler was born on 12 April 1889 at 44 Crowland Road, and 
baptised at St Mary’s, the third child of Herbert Backler and Alice, nee Bartrum. 
 
Generations of Backlers had lived and worked in the town as silk weavers but 
Herbert, born in 1860 the son of Charles Backler and Phoebe, nee Basham; was to 
break with tradition and become a butcher.  He and Alice, who was born at Wortham, 
Suffolk, in 1861, were married at St Mary’s on 13th May 1884. 
 

They set up home near Herbert’s parents, 
raising Alfred, Gertrude and Abner before 
moving to Kedington where Frederick was 
born.  By 1894, with Abner aged 5, they 
lived in the yard behind the Three Goats 
public house in Haverhill High Street.  
Here Frank their fifth child was born but 
died aged 4.  Alice worked as a shirt 
finisher, and Herbert continued as a 
butcher until his death in 1901. Left: The 
Three Goats, High Street. 
 

In 1911 Abner, then 21, worked as a farm 
labourer and lived with his mother and family at 
14 Meetings Walk.  He was to meet Alice Maud 
Parker, born 1893 at Clare, and they were 
married in 1914 with their son Charles 
Frederick born in 1915. 

 
Abner enlisted, at Bury St Edmunds, joining the 
17th Battalion, Duke of Cambridgeshire’s Own 
(Middlesex Regiment) (1st Football Battalion) 
as Private, G/24517. The core of this ‘Pals’ 
Battalion was a group of professional 
footballers which was the reason for its most 
commonly used name. In addition to 
footballers, officials and referees also joined 
the 17th, along with football fans themselves. 
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The first black Infantry Officer in the British Army was footballer Walter Tull who 
served with the battalion at this time.  
 

On the 18th November 1915 they landed at Boulogne serving with the 6th Brigade, 
2nd Division. The battalion arrived on the Somme in late July 1916 and took part in 
fighting at Waterlot Farm and Delville Wood during which time Abner may have 
witnessed the first use of tanks in battle. From here the Battalion moved to serve in 
the trenches at Serre. 
 
An attack along the Ancre had originally been planned for 15 October but had been 
postponed repeatedly by bad weather. On 12th November 1916 they had marched 
from Mailly to form up for an attack on Pendant Copse near Serre the next day. Zero 
hour was 5:45 am and after a preliminary bombardment they went over the top at 
5:51am. A heavy fog helped the advance by reducing visibility but it did not save 
Abner was killed in action on this day, aged 27.  
 
Private Frederick Rowland Webb who grew up in Mill Road was also killed in the 
same action on 13th November 1917. 
 
The regimental history describes the battle in which Frederick was listed as Killed in 
Action:  
 

On 13 November 1916, the 17th Middlesex attacked the Redan 
Ridge, near Serre in the Battle of the Ancre. After weeks of heavy 
rain, some men sank up to their waists in the mud and a heavy fog 
hung over the battlefield, limiting visibility to thirty yards. In an act of 
remarkable sangfroid, two companies (B and D) of the 17th 
Middlesex went over the top playing mouth organs. The war diary 
recorded the losses of the day’s fighting, as three officers killed, two 
wounded and eight missing; fifteen other ranks killed, 145 wounded 
and 133 missing. 

 
The South-West Suffolk Echo of 13th January 1917 reported:  
 

‘Mrs Backler, of Little Wilsey Farm, has been officially notified that 
her husband, Pte Abner Backler, of the Middlesex Regt, was killed in 
action in France in November last, having been previously reported 
missing.   
It is curious to note that Pte Webb, who enlisted in London and Pte 
Backler, who enlisted locally, were both at length members of the 
same Regiment and neither knew that they had a colleague from the 
same town.’ 

 
 
Abner, one of 420,000 British men to die in an advance which captured some eight 
miles across a twenty mile front, has no known grave and is remembered on the 
Thiepval Memorial. (Photo courtesy of CWGC) 
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He is also remembered on the memorial in the Old Independent Church. 
 
A wreath was laid at the unveiling of the war memorial carries a message from his 
family:  

 
‘In loving remembrance of our dear boy, Abner.’ 

 
Abner left a widow, Alice, and a son barely over 1 year old. In 1919 Alice married 
James Miller.  
 

 


