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RADFORD, Verner                     

 

Private, 34584 
12th Battalion, Suffolk Regiment 
Place of Birth: Haverhill 
Date of Death: Friday, 23rd November, 1917 
Killed in Action  
Memorial: Cambrai Memorial, Louveral 
Theatre of War: France & Flanders 
Aged 30 years 
 
Verner Radford was born in 1887 to John and Jane Radford of Withersfield Road, 
Haverhill.  He was the youngest of their thirteen children, eleven of whom were still 
living in 1911. 
 
Verner’s grandfather, William Radford, a labourer, had married Sarah Farrant at St. 
Mary’s, Haverhill, in October 1826.  They had at least seven children, including their 
last child, Verner’s father John, born around 1839.  In December 1859, John married 
Jane Basham, and their first child, Keziah, was born the following year.  Both parents 
worked as silk weavers and lived in Crowland for many years.  By 1881 they had 
moved to Withersfield Road where they remained for twenty years or more.  Over a 
period of forty years they brought up their large family.  In 1901, five of their children 
were still living at home –Verner, now age 13 and a warehouse errand boy, and four 
of his sisters, all clothing machinists.  Their father was now a hair weaver. 
 
By 1911 the family, of two parents, four daughters and a son, had moved to 4 
Crowland Road, and Verner had become a clothing warehouseman.  In early 1912 
he married Violet Basham, and their daughter, Phyllis, was born in 1913.  Violet was 
the daughter of a single mother, Harriet Basham, and had been brought up by her 
mother and grandparents, rag merchant William Basham and his wife Harriet.  
However, in 1911 she and her mother were living as a family of two at 3 Burton End. 
By 1915 Verner, Violet and Phyllis were living at 40 Eden Road and Violet was 
employed at Chauntry Mill as a drabbet weaver.  When not at work, Verner was a 
member of West End Congregational Church and played football for the Haverhill 
Rovers team. 
 
Verner enlisted at Bury St. Edmunds, probably late in 1915.  He was posted to the 
12th Battalion Suffolk Regiment with the service number 34584.  The 12th was a 
bantam battalion, made up of men under the regulation height.   
 
As part of the 121st Brigade in the 40th Division, the battalion landed in France in 
June 1916 and by July they were involved in action at Delville Wood on the Somme. 
The following March they were involved in The German retreat to the Hindenburg 
Line,  the capture of Fifteen Ravine, Villers Plouich, Beaucamp and La Vacquerie in 
April and early May. 
 
Early in 1917, Verner wrote a letter to the Haverhill Ladies Patriotic Working Party 
saying: ‘Thanks for the parcel received today, the contents are quite correct. I am 
sure they will be very useful, especially the socks, as the places we have just come 
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from we had a change of socks each night, and I think we require them as we were 
up to our knees in water and mud.’. 
 
He was to see action in the Battle of Cambrai in November 1917 in which the 
Division participated in the capture of Bourlon Wood..  The attack began early in the 
morning of the 20th November 1917.  Cambrai was part of the German Hindenburg 
Line protected by deep wide trenches and masses of barbed wire.  Having marched 
with as much secrecy as possible, to assemble at Gouzeaucourt, the 12th Division 

were on the right of the line and attacked along the Bonavis Ridge.  Rather than a 
barrage to destroy the enemy wire a large number of tanks were used for the first 
time.  To cross the deep ditches the tanks carried huge bundles of brushwood each 
weighing about a ton and a half on the nose of the tank, which they dropped into the 
ditch allowing them to cross.  The barbed wire was also removed by the tanks using 
grappling hooks to drag the wire in opposite directions. The initial advances were 
good, however by the 22nd November a halt was called for rest and reorganisation 
allowing the Germans to reinforce.  Fierce fighting followed and much of the ground 
gained was lost. Despite this opposition the operation was considered to be 
successful. Unfortunately it was not without casualties. 
 
On the morning of 23rd November 1917, through ground mist, the 12th Suffolks were 
involved in the attack on the village of Bourlon.  They were cut down by heavy 
machine gun fire and few men got as far as the village.   

 
Verner was one of 
the many casualties 
on this date.   
 
With no known 
grave, he is 
commemorated on 
the Cambrai 
Memorial at 
Louverval, one of 
7,000 men who died 
in the battle whose 
graves are unknown.  
 
 

 

 

photo courtesy of CWGC 
 
 
 
On his wreath, laid at the unveiling of Haverhill War Memorial, Violet wrote: 

 
In loving memory of my dear husband, Pte V. Radford, 

Suffolk Regiment, 
killed in action Nov 23rd 1917. 
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Verner is 
remembered on the 
memorial stone in 
West End 
Congregational 
Church. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Verner’s parents outlived him by several years.  Jane was laid to rest in Haverhill 
Cemetery in 1925 and John in 1928.  Theirs was a generation accustomed to 
childhood deaths, but they cannot have expected to survive a healthy adult son. 
Sadly, their experience was all too common for this generation. 
 
 
Fellow Haverhill man, Ernest Humphrey, also of the 7th Battalion Suffolk Regiment 
was killed in action three days earlier on 20th November and is also commemorated 
on the Cambrai Memorial. 


