
 

 

William Coates  

The headstone commemorating William’s death is very faded and weather worn his name and 
death are just visible. On the 13th August 1914, William’s battalion left Farnborough station en 
route to Southampton where they embarked on the SS Dunvegan Castle leaving British shores at 
12 noon. Arriving in Le Havre, on the 14th about 1 a.m., where they disembarked and marched 
six miles to a camp near Harfleur. As part of the first wave of soldiers sent to Belgium and 
France to halt the invading German forces they would become known as the "Old 
Contemptibles". The battle for Ypres was the last major battle of the first year of the Great War. 

On November 11th 1914 William and his comrades were entrenched at Velthoek, near Ypres 
where they had arrived eight days earlier on the 3rd of November. The battalion diary reads: 

“11th do Terrific shelling commencing at 6.30 a.m. and lasting for 3 hours. All trenches 
and dug-outs were knocked in. The Prussian Guard attacked through VELTHOEK and 
took the front trenches along the whole of 1st Brigade. Our men in orchard held on till 
trenches on either side were occupied by the enemy, and did good execution. The point 
d’appui was shelled to pieces early in the morning and then attacked by infantry from the 
wood. Only 5 men from the fire trench, 30 from the orchard, 4 from point d’appui and 
Batt. Headquarters escaped, and managed to re-join rest of Brigade at dusk. Enemy got 
within 200 yards of our guns, but were driven back, losing very heavily”. 

This is undoubtedly the action in which William was killed; one soldier who escaped was quoted 
as saying “the battle was for the Scots Guards, almost like a massacre. A lot of members 
of the 1st Battalion Scots Guards were killed in that battle; they were buried alive in 
trenches which were not as well built back then." 

It is estimated that about 135,000 Germans were killed or badly wounded at Ypres between 
October 19 and November 22, while the BEF lost around 75,000 men and was effectively 
destroyed as a professional army.  

William, aged 27 the son of John and Maria Coates of Rochdale Road, Bacup, was a member of 
the Bacup Police Force, as was his father and brother Richard who was also serving with the 
forces. Whilst I was researching William’s story I found an article in the Bacup Times, in which 
Richard and P.C. Willis another serving Bacup Police officer were writing to the newspaper from 
the front, and they both mentioned how they had not seen William for some time.  

I felt quite sad reading this because of course I know at the time they were writing their articles 
they were not aware that William had already been killed. His medal awards were the 1914 Star 
Clasp, Victory and British War medals. Having no known grave William is commemorated on 
the Menin Gate and was also commemorated on St Saviours Church war memorial. The Menin 
Gate is one of four memorials to the missing in Belgian Flanders which cover the area known as 
the Ypres Salient. 

 


