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Alexandra Princess of Wales Own Yorkshire Regiment 
John Ashley is second from the right in the front row. 
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Residence Haverton Hill, Durham.
Enlisted in Middlesbrough as a private
Joined the 10™ Battalion Prince of Wales’s Own (West Yorkshire Regiment)

10™ Battalion West Yorks was part of 50" Brigade in the 17" (Northern) Division in
the Battle of the Somme.

On the first day of the Battle of the Somme (s July 1916) 50™ Brigades task was to
attack across No Man’s Land and capture the German Front Line trenches around the
fortified village of Fricourt and force the Germans to leave Fricourt. Fortified villages
were strong points where the German troops would live in the cellars, covered by the
rubble of collapsed houses. They made perfect machine gun posts. The villages were

linked to each other and to nearby trenches and dug-outs by underground tunnels.

The 10™ West Yorks attacked on the morning on the 1* of July with Private John
Ashley amongst the ranks and the 7" East Yorks ‘went over the top’ in the afternoon.
The Germans evacuated Fricourt during the night of 1%-2" July but at terrible cost.
The 10™ West Yorks suffered more casualties than any other battalion on the 1* day
of the battle, indeed it was probably the highest battalion casualty list for a single day
in the whole war! Only a Lt. Philip Howe and a handful of men returning to the
British lines by mid-day. 22 officers and 688 men (710 in all) were casualties of
which 159 men were killed, including the commanding officer Lt. Colonel A Dickson
and unfortunately Private Ashley. It states Private Ashley was Killed in Action so
died on the battlefield rather than dying of wounds in a hospital later. The 7" East
Yorkshire Regiment who attacked in the afternoon lost 38 men killed in comparison.
It appears that the West Yorks had mostly managed to cross the German Front Line
easily enough but were held up by the next trench or support trenches. Unfortunately
no-one had cleared the dug-outs in the front line trench so when the Germans came
out of these dug-outs the West Yorks were trapped in the open between two German
held trenches. Worse still the West Yorks, possibly with Private Ashley with them,
were on a hillside in full view of the German machine-gunners only 200 yards away
in the ruins of Fricourt. It is easy to see why only a few managed to return to the
British lines, with Lt. Howe, unscathed.

The dead were buried after the capture of Fricourt in the middle of No Man’s Land
over which the 10" Battalion, West Yorkshire Regiment had attacked. Four big
graves were dug by the surviving troops so John Ashley is buried in a trench
surrounded by his camerades.




Pte. Ashley’s story
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John Ashley’s Medal Card

