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BARBER, William                
 
Private, 8767 
2nd Battalion, Worcestershire Regiment 
Place of Birth: Haverhill 
Date of Death: Thursday, 5th November  1914 

Killed in Action  
Memorial: Menin Gate, Ypres 
Theatre of War: France & Flanders 
Aged 29 years 
 
William Barber and his twin brother, Joseph Henry, born on the 23rd December 
1885, were the first children of their parents, John Barber, and Sarah Jane, nee 
Bloom, who were then living at 36 Withersfield Road, Haverhill. 
 
John was born on 4th January 1864 at Chauntry Croft in Haverhill the first child of 10 
of John and Mary Ann Barber, nee Argent.  They had married in 1863 and moved 
around the town and local area.  John had worked as a maltster’s labourer and been 
a general dealer in Helions Bumpstead, before becoming a farmer at Radwinter. 
 
Sarah Jane Bloom was born on the 15th June 1858 in Stowmarket to Samuel and 
Hannah.  By 1871 Samuel was living at Crowland, Haverhill and working as a railway 
porter, the railway having arrived in Haverhill in 1863.  In 1881 Sarah, then aged 22, 
was living in the Pightle and working as a general domestic servant for the Mann 
family.  She married John on the 26th October 1884 at St. Mary’s church, Haverhill. 
 
By 1891, with four children, John and Sarah were living at 2 Parsons Yard, Haverhill. 
John was still a maltster’s labourer and Sarah was employed as a trouser finisher.  In 
1901 the family were living at 65 Burton End, Haverhill with John still doing the same 
job, but Sarah was employed as a hair weaver.  William, then aged 15 was working 
as a bag cutter.  In 1909 John died and was buried in Haverhill Cemetery where two 
of their children were already buried.  By 1911 Sarah was living with six of her seven 
surviving children, including William, who was a labourer for the Co-operative 
Society. At some point after 1911 William found employment as a porter with the 
Colne Valley and Halstead Railway Company. 
 
In 1913 he married a Haverhill girl of his own age, Alice Rebecca Webb, a machinist 
at a wholesale clothing factory, probably Chauntry Mill.  
 
Alice’s parents were Daniel Webb and Harriet Thake, both of Haverhill.  Daniel was a 
warehouseman, probably at Gurteens, and the family lived at various addresses in 
the town, including 26 Burton End, where perhaps she first met William? 
 
With the outbreak of war William was one of the first to enlist at Bury St. Edmunds, 
joining the 2nd Battalion, Worcestershire Regiment which arrived in France in 
September 1914.  
 
When the Germans invaded France their aim was to overwhelm the French and 
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British Armies, bypass Paris and seize the Channel Ports.  Only the British Army 
remained at Ypres  to stem the advancing Germans. The crisis of the Battle of Ypres 
hinged around the village of Gheluvelt which was the last dominant point retained in 
British hands.  By noon on 31st October 1914, the Queens, the Royal Scots 
Fusiliers, the Welsh and the Kings Royal Rifles had been overwhelmed, while on the 
right the South Wales Borderers had been withdrawn.  Gheluvelt had been lost and a 
serious gap had been made in the British line.   
 
On the evening of the 30th October, the Second Battalion The Worcestershire 
Regiment, located in Polygon Wood, remained uncommitted, all other units having 
been sent to reinforce the line.  Daybreak of October 31st 1914 was calm and clear. 
The 2nd Worcestershires, in their reserve position west of the Polygon Wood, were 
roused early by the crash of gun-fire. The troops turned out, breakfasts were cooked 
and eaten, weapons were cleaned and inspected. Then for several hours the 
companies listened to the ever-increasing bombardment. At 13.00 hours they 
received an order to attack and retake Gheluvelt.  
 
The Battalion could not muster more than five hundred men. Ten days of battle had 
left them unshaven and unwashed: their uniforms had been soaked in the mud of the 
Langemarck trenches and torn by the brambles of Polygon Wood: many had lost 
their puttees or their caps. But their weapons were clean and in good order, they had 
plenty of ammunition, and three months of war had given them confidence in their 
fighting power. The short period in reserve had allowed them sleep and food. Against 
overwhelming odds the 2nd Battalion captured the town of Gheluvelt and restored 
the broken British Line.  
 
Just days later, William 
was killed in action on 5th 
November 1914, aged 29 
years.  
 
With no known grave his 
name is remembered on 
the Menin Gate at Ypres.   
Photo courtesy CWGC 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
William was awarded the 
Victory and British Medals, 
the 14 Star and Clasp. 
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At the unveiling of the War memorial his mother, sisters and brothers sent a wreath:  
‘In loving memory of Pte W Barber, killed in action 1914.’ 

 
William is also remembered 
on the West End 
Congregational Church 
memorial and also a 
memorial to be found at the 
East Anglian Railway 
Museum at Wakes Colne, 
Essex, which remembers the 
members of the Colne Valley 
and Halstead Railway who 
lost their lives. 
 
 
 

 


