Haverhill Roll Of Honour (1914-1919)

ASHPLANT, William Norman
Major
1st Battalion, Canadian Infantry
Place of Birth: Haverhill
Date of Death: Friday, 22nd September 1916
Killed in Action
Memorial: Canadian National Vimy Memorial
Theatre of War: France & Flanders
Aged 29 years
William Norman Ashplant was
born on 23rd July 1877 in
Haverhill, the youngest of seven
children, born to William and
Henrietta Ashplant, nee Bryant.
His father was born at St Giles in
the Wood, Torrington, Devon,
where he married Henrietta from
Bristol in 1861, but by 1863 they
had moved to Ipswich, Suffolk.
They had four daughters and one
son there but by 1873 when their
next child, named Henrietta after
her mother, was born the family
was living in Haverhill. At first
they lived in the High Street but by
1888 they had moved to
Heazeworth House, Hamlet Road.
By 1891, aged just 13 years,
William was working as a clerk.
He was obviously close to his
older brother, Henry, who was 14
years his senior and in 1891 was working in London when William paid him a visit,
staying with him at Tranter’s Temperance Hotel in Cripplegate. Their father, who
worked as Manager and Engineer at Gurteen’s Chauntry Mills weaving factory, died
a few years later in January 1896, at the age of 56.
Shortly after his father had died in 1896, William went to South Africa where he
trained as a surveyor, taking an apprenticeship in Cape Town. This was soon
interrupted by artillery service during the Boer War 1899 – 1902 where he rubbed
shoulders with a number of the famous Jameson raiders.
Afterwards, his rise as an imperial civil servant was steady, taking him to ever more
prestigious positions in South Africa, the Bahamas, and South Nigeria. In 1913, he
became City Engineer in London, Ontario, where his older brother Henry was a
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prominent businessman, having moved there in 1892. William who was living with
Henry and his family at 807, Waterloo Street, London, Ontario looked forward to a
long career as a civil servant.
In 1914, war intervened.
Canada’s new army needed
men
with
military
experience. William joined
the 18th Battalion,Canadian
Expeditionary
Force,
transferring to London’s
33rd Battalion to help train
new recruits.
He was
promoted to Major in
October 1915.

Officer casualties overseas
were heavy, and in August
1916 he joined the 1st
Battalion, who were in France
on the Somme. On 2nd
September
William
was
wounded in the head by a
shell burst; just eight days
later he returned to his unit.
On 22nd September, the 1st
Battalion was thrown into the
inferno again.
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The War Diary (shown above) for that day reports ‘In the centre lay the greater part
of the German Trenches; here the execution of our guns was most perfect, the
resistance of the enemy was weakest, and the objective was reached most quickly.
The first wave on the right rushed forward…and scarcely stopped until the final
objective had been secured….The first wave on the left of the company was more
unfortunate. Major Ashplant, in charge of this section, was last seen leading his men
in the advance…’
This time, Major Ashplant, aged 39, was not among the survivors. His fate is
recorded in his military file:
“Reported wounded and
missing Sept. 25th, 1916.
Was last seen by L/Cpl.
Hynds now in hosp. in a
shell hole with Machine
Gun wounds in stomach
and leg. This was on the
night of Sept. 22nd
during the taking of
trenches
East
of
Courcelette. A search
party on the morning of
Sept. 23rd failed to locate
him” His body was never
found.

The letter received by his sisters, still living in Haverhill and teachers at the local
Board School, from a fellow officer reported that:
'Major W. N. Ashplant was attached to my Company of this Battalion at the time of
the attack on September 22nd. He was in charge of the left flank of the first line of
men to attack, and in the face of heavy machine gun fire he bravely mounted the
parapet at the head of his men, urging them forward by word and gesture. Before we
attained our objective a Corporal, badly wounded, returned and informed me that
Major Ashplant had been badly wounded, and had urged the rest of them onward. I
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immediately sent out a search party, and also searched over the ground personally,
but we could find no trace of the Major. However I feel that he was too seriously
wounded to live, and must think that he has died in the service of his country. I feel
his loss personally the more because he and I were fellow Company Commanders of
the Battalion, and had long been closely associated in the military game. However
he has died bravely leading his men in an attack which was entirely successful, and
which was one more step in the downfall of the enemy. Kindly accept my heartfelt
sympathy in your bereavement’.

William is commemorated at
the Canadian National Vimy
Memorial which overlooks
the Douai Plain from the
highest point of Vimy Ridge.
About
eight
kilometres
northeast of Arras this is not
far from where William was
last seen.
Vimy Memorial photo courtesy
of CWGC

William is also remembered on a memorial plaque at the Old Independent Church
not far from his home in Hamlet Road and on the Haverhill War memorial.
His sisters laid a wreath at the unveiling of the town’s memorial in 1920 with a
message that read:
In affectionate remembrance of our brother William Ashplant.
William’s father who died in 1895 and his mother who died in1909 are both buried in
Haverhill Cemetery.
One of William’s older sisters, Edith, a teacher at the Board School in Haverhill
joined her brother Henry and his family in London, Ontario in 1902. She died there a
year later in 1903. Henry Brinsmead Ashplant wrote several books about political
economy. He died in London, Ontario in 1941.

Further information is available on these Canadian Sites:
Digitised military records : http://central.bac-lac.gc.ca/.item/?op=pdf&app=CEF&id=B0268S032
Further photos and information: https://18thbattalioncef.files.wordpress.com/2015/11/wardiary-description-day-wm-ashplant-went-missing.jpg
www.londonculture.ca/things-we-do/culture-directory/historic-favourites/william-normanashplant
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