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WHIFFING, Percy 
 

Private, 198173 
5th Battalion, Canadian Infantry  
(Saskatchewan Regiment) 
Place of Birth: Haverhill 
Date of death: Friday, 4th May 1917 
Died from his Wounds 
Cemetery: Aubigny Communal Cemetery 
Extension 
Theatre of war: France & Flanders 
Aged 33 years 
 
Percy Whiffing was born in 1883 in Haverhill, the son of Sarah Sparkes. In 1891 he 
was living at 5 Croft Row with his mother and grandmother, Emma Whiffing, together 
with other family members.  By 1901 his mother had moved out and married William 
Mason. 
 
On 6th April 1905 Percy emigrated to Canada aboard the SS Virginian, sailing from 
Liverpool to Saint John, New Brunswick.  In 1911 he was employed as a railroad 
engineer and was lodging with the Duck family in the Thunder Bay District of Ontario.  
The Ducks were English, having emigrated to Canada in 1908.  On 3rd July 1912 
Percy married their 17 year-old daughter, Gladys Maud, and the following year on 
25th June Percy and Gladys’ daughter, Irene Louise, was born in Thunder Bay. 
 
Percy enlisted in Fort William joining the Canadian Overseas Expeditionary Force on 
11th November 1915. His army records note that he was living at 243 Amelia Street, 
Fort William with his wife Maud Gladys Whiffing. His Battalion sailed to England 
aboard the converted liner SS Olympic, arriving in Liverpool on 6th July 1916.  He 
was admitted into a military hospital at East Sandling almost immediately, but was 
able to join the 32nd Reserve Battalion on 21st July 1916 before being transferred to 
the 5th Battalion, Western Cavalry on 21st September 1916.   
 
They were to see action on the Western Front and were involved in the major 
offensive at Arleux-en-Gohelle on 28th April 1917 when Percy was probably 
wounded.   
 
The Battalion war diaries for the 27th and 28th April read as follows: 
 
27th April: Day was comparatively quiet and very little shelling of our front line, but 
shelled Battn H.Q. with 5.9s. Received orders to attack at 4.25 a.m. on 28-4-17. 
174 O.R. reinforcements.                                     Casualties - 6 O.R. wounded. 
 
28th April: Battn. attacked at 4.25 a.m. and gained objective, which was a sunken 
road to the North of Arleux running S.W. through the square T.29.d.4.7. An account 
of the attack will be sent in with the May Diary. 
Casualties - 10 Officers, 230 O.Rs. 
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Percy died on 4th May from wounds received in action. 
 
He was buried in Aubigny Communal Cemetery Extension among a total of 2,771 
troops, mainly British and Canadian. (photo courtesy of CWGC) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Gladys, together with their three year old daughter Irene, had returned to England on 
17th November, 1916 anticipating Percy’s return from the war and went to live with 
Percy’s grandmother, Emma Whiffing, at 8 Mill Road, Haverhill.  However, Gladys 
received a letter from a Canadian Nursing Sister, which was published in the South-
West Suffolk Echo on 19th May 1917. 
 

‘Your husband wanted me to write you to tell you how much he wanted 
to get better for your sake.  He was badly wounded in the chest and 
abdomen, and no hope was held out for him.  Poor man, he did try so 
hard to live, and was such a good patient.  He gave me your address 
and wished me to write you, and to give to you his love. I am so sorry 
to have to give you this news, but life is full of sorrow just now.  It is 
terrible this awful war.  Such a sacrifice of life and such good men.  We 
see such a lot of sorrow here it is almost more than we can stand.  He 
was such a good patient, and never believed he was going to die for 
your sake, and I understand from him you have a child.  Your husband 
died today (Friday), May 4th at 3 pm.  With deepest sympathy.’ 
 

Percy’s medals were sent to his widow Gladys Maud Whiffing on 10th July 1920.  His 
death is also recorded in the Canadian Official Book of Remembrance.   
 
At the unveiling of the Haverhill War Memorial there was a wreath inscribed: 
 

In affectionate remembrance of Pte P Whiffing, died of wounds May 4th 
1917 from his loving Mother and Sisters. 

 
Gladys eventually married Wellington Whiffin at Wood Green, London.  Irene married 
William George in Edmonton, London in 1936 and died in December 2002 in Harlow, 
Essex aged 89 years. 
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Percy is remembered in Canada. 
His name is listed in the 
Canadian Book of 
Remembrance. (surname spelt 
Whiffin) 
 

REPORT ON OPERATIONS CARRIED 
OUT BY THE 5th CANADIAN 
INFANTRY BATTALION on April, 28th, 
1917. 

On the night of April 26th, the 5th 
Canadian Infantry Battalion relieved the 
4th Canadian Infantry Battalion, in the 
front line which then extended from 
T.22.d.0.0 to T.28.d.7.0.  Northwest of 
the Town of ARLEUX. 

During the night of the 26th a jumping-
off trench was dug from T.22.d.9.0 to 
T.29.c.0.0. 

On the following day it was seen by the 
enemy and heavily shelled. Fortunately, 
we had not placed any men in this 
trench. 

On the evening of the 27th Operation Orders were received for the 5th C.I. Battalion to take part in an 
attack on a Brigade frontage by the 1st Canadian Division, with the object of taking and consolidating 
a line extending from T.30.b.2.9 to T.30.c.2.5. It was decided that the Battalion should attack on a 
three Company frontage, four waves in depth, with one Company in support. 

The Zero hour was set at 4.25 a.m. 

At 2.00 a.m. the Battalion dug in about 150 yards in front of the jumping-off trench, already discovered 
by the enemy.    The night was dark, and the operation of digging in was carried out without hindrance 
from the enemy and no casualties were sustained. The order of battle was as follows:- 

     "D” Company of the left flank of the Battalion, under Major K. Campbell. 

     “C” Company in the centre of the Battalion, under Lieut. P. Andrews. 

     “B” Company on the right flank of the Battalion, under Lieut. R. Lawson. 

     “A” Company in Battalion support, under Lieut. M.M. McGregor. 

The 10th C.I. Battalion were on our right, and the 25th Canadian Infantry Battalion on our left. At 4.25 
a.m. it was possible to see 100 yards or so in the twilight. 

Sharp on the Zero hour our guns opened up with an intense barrage. The enemy threw a curtain of 
fire in front of the discovered jumping-off trench, but the Battalion with the exception of “A” Company 
was on the enemy’s side of the curtain, and his barrage caused very few casualties, even among “A” 
Company who went through it. 
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On advancing it was found that the wire on the left flank of the Battalion front was uncut, with the 
exception of one path. The enemy’s parapet was lined with Germans and a great many machine 
guns, which accounted for a large number of men, especially those who were unfortunate enough, to 
have become entangled in the grass covered trip wire. 

Major Campbell, leading “D” Company, saw that there was only one gap on his front, and that 
covered by machine gun fire, and knowing that it was a case of getting through at once, or not at all, 
he bravely attempted to rush the gun and bomb the crew, closely followed by his Company.   The gun 
was eventually silenced by hand and rifle grenades, but not before it had taken its toll of lives, 
including the life of Major Campbell.  By this time the support Company had come up, and seeing the 
difficulty that “D” Company were having in gaining their first objective on account of the wire, a party 
under Lieut. Foulkes entered the trench on “C” Company’s frontage, and bombed up to the left, soon 
clearing the trench of all Germans. 

The centre and right flank of the Battalion found that the wire had been well cut, and everything 
progressed satisfactorily in that quarter. 

Having cleared the first objective, the Battalion advanced on to the second objective, namely, a 
sunken road running from T.23.d.8.0 to T.29.d.9.5. and quickly took that and passed on to the final 
objective, leaving the mopping up parties to clear out the dug-outs. 

So far everything had been successful, and the number of casualties not as high as was at first feared 
might be the case, but as luck would have it this state of affairs did not last very long, for it was 
discovered that the left flank of the Battalion was in the air. The Battalion on our left had, 
unfortunately, mistaken a sunken road some 300 yards in front of their jumping-off trench, for their 
final objective, which was a sunken road some 600 yards further on. 

The enemy mounted a couple of machine guns on our left flank and enfiladed our advancing waves, 
particularly down the sunken road, forcing our left flank to fall back to the first German front line, in 
order keep a connection with the left Battalion. The right flank progressed rapidly, and were soon in 
touch with the 10th C.I. Battalion on their right. The fighting at all stages was very stiff, and the enemy 
put up a much stronger resistance than is usually the case. 

Work was at once commenced consolidating the new positions, and taking up posts ahead of our 
main front line, in order to be prepared for any counter attack, which he might launch. The enemy 
shell- fire was quite heavy all the day, but his shooting was wild and he seemed unable to locate the 
position of our men. As the Officer losses had been very heavy, Capt. E. Day, and Lieuts. W. Willis, 
D. Bissett and H.D. Hedley were called up from the reserve of officers at the Transport Lines. 

During the afternoon it had been reported that the Germans were massing on our left for a counter 
attack, and about 8.30 p.m. several S.O.S.', a long distance to the right, went up, and the Germans 
immediately opened up with an intense barrage behind our lines.  An S.O.S. was sent in, and our 
artillery replied at once with a very dense curtain of fire, and no attack developed. About 4.00 a.m. the 
above performance was repeated. 

The following day, April, 29th, everything was more or less quiet in the morning, but the shelling grew 
in intensity towards the evening, particularly in the area of the Village of ARLEUX, where the enemy 
appeared to have concentrated his heavies. 

At 4.00 p.m. we received an order to withdraw our left flank toward ARLEUX, down to the point 
T.29.b.6.5. and that the heavies were to be opened up on the enemy's trenches north of this point, 
when the 25th Battalion would come up and occupy the position originally allotted to them. This 
operation was completed. 

At dusk on the evening of the 29th, an Order stating that the 10th C.I. Battalion would probably relieve 
the 5th C.I. Battalion was received, but owing to their heavy casualties they were unable to take over 
any great amount of our area, and the Battalion remained in the line till about 1.00 a.m., when 
relieved by the 13th Canadian Infantry Battalion.  


